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Hunter woke her up that morning, his warm hand rubbing her back and stroking her hair. 
She stirred, coming out of a dream in which she’d been running for what felt like days, only to end up back where she started—at Hunter’s castle. And Terrence was waiting. 
Her eyes snapped open and Hunter was watching her. 
“Nightmare?” he asked. 
She nodded, sliding closer to him, both of them still naked after the previous night’s activities. 
His warm body enveloped her and his strong arms wrapped around her. Instantly, Kallie felt safe and taken care of. “Terrence. I keep having nightmares about him.” 
She sensed Hunter’s body stiffening with anger at just the mention of Terrence’s name. “You don’t need to worry anymore,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I’m going to take care of everything—especially him.” 
Kallie put her hands on Hunter’s bare, muscular chest. “Please, no more.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“Promise me you won’t do anything dangerous to try and hurt him. He’s not worth getting into trouble for.” 
He sighed. “I can’t promise you that, Kallie.” 
Kallie looked up at him. She could tell there would be no arguing this point—his mind was made up. “What are you going to do?” 
“I don’t know, exactly. But he better stay away from us, because I’m not a man who’s going to let a bully terrorize the woman I love.” 
Even though Hunter’s intensity made her uneasy, Kallie was grateful that he was brave enough to want to protect her from Terrence. 
And she also enjoyed hearing him say that he loved her again. She could listen to that kind of thing all day. 
“Let’s just try and forget about all of the negative stuff about what happened,” she said, making a decision to take her own advice as the words came out of her mouth. “I want to enjoy being with each other.” 
“Agreed,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for this time together. It feels like forever since I held you in my arms.” 
She snuggled closer, feeling another part of him stiffening in response. His breathing sped up a little, and his hands began exploring her body more freely. 
She moaned softly as he caressed her shoulder and then her hip, his hand sliding down her leg, trailing his fingers down her calf. A moment later, both of his hands moved to her breasts and she gasped as he cupped them delicately. 
“God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered, looking at her as if he’d never seen her before. 
She moaned again, her eyes heavy lidded with desire. 
He began sucking her breasts, moving from one to the other, his tongue skillfully lingering on her nipples until each one was as stiff and hard and sensitive. His fingers played with each nipple, teasing her as she felt heat blazing between her legs. 
His hard shaft was stiff and close by, brushing against her slickness as he continued to play with her nipples. 
“I want you inside me,” she said. 
He smiled, reaching down and taking hold of his own shaft. “You want me to slide inside of you, right now?” 
“Please.” She moved her hips towards him, wanting it more than ever. 
He slapped the head of his cock against her wet mound, causing a thrill of sensations to shoot through her. 
She cried out. 
Hunter slapped himself against her again. He began tapping rhythmically, not going inside at all, teasing and torturing her with his manhood. 
Wildly, Kallie bucked her hips, wanting him to end the torture but also loving every moment of it. 
“You’re not ready yet,” he told her, seeming to enjoy the reaction he was producing. 
“I’m ready. Please,” she begged. 
“No. Turn over,” he commanded. 
Kallie quickly spun onto her stomach, careful not to put any pressure on her left ankle. She arched her back, elevating her buttocks and hoping to entice Hunter with the view she provided him. 
He slid his body onto hers, still holding himself up enough that his weight wasn’t oppressive. Kallie could feel his stomach and chest pressing against her back, his warmth radiating outward. 
He began kissing along the back of her neck as he stroked his shaft between her buttocks, stimulating her. Then he sat up a little, his shaft still pressed there. 
“You have such a beautiful ass,” he said, his voice husky with desire. He slapped one buttock with his hand, lightly but firmly enough to cause her to squeak with pleasure. 
He smacked her butt again. 
Kallie moaned. Her skin was tingling now, and the sensation of his huge shaft against her was exciting. He pressed down a bit more, and there was pressure now, stimulating her anus and clitoris at the same time. 
Almost against her will, she began slowly rotating her pelvis, wanting him inside her, wanting him to fill her again. 
“Not yet,” he told her, knowing what she was asking for without her having to say a word. 
He slapped her butt--then began massaging her buttocks with both hands as he slid his hard cock back and forth, back and forth. 
“Oh, God,” she cried out, as one of his hands slid around and under her pelvis, his fingers sliding and entering her tunnel. He found her swollen clit with his fingers and began massaging that too. 
“You’re almost there,” he told her, coaxing her. 
“Oh, oh, oh,” she breathed, as he plunged his fingers in again, and again and again. 
Now he was draping his body on top of her once more, still fingering her entrance, rubbing it furiously and then plunging in with two fingers. 
His cock was still between her cheeks, spreading them and his pelvis put even more pressure on her. His other hand slid around and grasped her left breast. 
He was kissing her neck now, and all his body weight was on her, and the pressure from his heaviness was intense. 
He was like an animal, as he slid down just enough, and she arched her hips giving him access. 
Hunter groaned with intense pleasure as his enormous shaft spread her entrance and slid greedily into her wet tunnel. 
“You’re fucking me,” she moaned. “You’re finally fucking me.” 
“Yes,” he rasped, forcing himself as deep as he could possibly go. 
Kallie could feel the very end of his shaft against her mound as he penetrated her every layer. She was soaking wet with juices and sweat now. 
Slowly, he pulled most of the way out and then thrust inside again, punctuating it with a growl of ecstasy. 
Kallie moaned along with him. 
Now he was sliding in and out of her more regularly, and she took him with ease, grabbing onto his flesh with her own. “You feel amazing,” he whispered in her ear. 
She couldn’t even speak in return, because the sensations he was creating in her body were like nothing she’d ever felt. 
Slowly, and then more quickly, he was bringing her to climax. She could feel it building, building, growing as she became ready to complete. 
Her moans were frenetic, almost howls now. Kallie lost her self-consciousness entirely, not caring how wild or crazy she sounded. She couldn’t control her desire, couldn’t control what Hunter was doing to her. 
His body had molded into hers and he seemed to know everything to do, every way to touch her and hold her and fuck her. 
Soon she was climaxing, in one glorious, blinding crash of the wave upon the shore. 
He held her tightly, thrusting one final time as she called his name over and over again. 
When it was done, they both lay panting beside one another, almost unable to speak. 
“What the hell was that?” she laughed, finally. 
“I think they call it making love,” Hunter said, and then he laughed too. 
“I think you just blew my mind out. Literally.” She shook her head. “I can’t think straight. Or maybe that’s because someone else tried to blow my mind out with a tire iron.” 
Hunter stopped laughing. “Don’t say that.” 
She turned and saw the expression on his face. “I’m sorry. I was just kidding around.” 
He was staring at her. “I almost lost you. I can’t find that funny.” 
“I understand.” 
Hunter pulled her close again and began kissing her, gently at first and then more solidly. 
As they were kissing, there was suddenly a large chiming sound. 
The doorbell. 
Hunter sat up, as if he’d heard a gunshot. “Who the hell could that be?” he said, and she saw him looking around, she wasn’t sure for what. He hopped out of bed, moving more quickly than a man his size should have been able to move, gathering some clothes. He put them on in a flash and started for the door. “Get dressed,” he told her over his shoulder, as he left the room. 
Kallie was suddenly anxious, cold, the sweat chilling her skin now. 
She couldn’t move very quickly, so she did her best to hobble to her bag and pull out a change of clothes. For now, sweatpants and a t-shirt would have to do. Just getting into those clothes would be difficult with her ankle being as sore as it was. 
As she was gingerly sliding on her sweatpants, she heard the front door opening and then the sound of male voices. 
At first, Kallie thought it might be Terrence or one of his minions, and her whole body froze and contracted in fear. But then, she heard how calm Hunter sounded and decided that it must be somebody else--perhaps a work associate. 
“Kallie?” Hunter called. 
“I’m coming!” she said. 
“Do you need help?” he called up. 
“No, I can do it myself!” she yelled down, although she wasn’t actually sure she could manage the stairs on her own yet. 
Sliding her pants the rest of the way on and then pulling the t-shirt over her head, she grabbed her crutches and maneuvered out the door and to the stairs. Looking down, she saw a tall man, probably around Hunter’s age, staring up at her. 
She didn’t recognize him, but he seemed to be waiting for her to come down. 
Kallie transferred the crutches to her free hand and grabbed the railing with her left hand. Holding her bad foot out in front of her, she half-hopped, half-walked down the steps as best she could. 
By the time she reached the first floor, sweat had broken out on her forehead and she was breathing heavily. 
“Sorry about that,” the man said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you both.” 
“That’s okay,” she said, not even knowing who he was in the first place. 
“Kallie, this is—“ Hunter began. 
“I’m Detective Phillips,” the man said. 
“Hi. Nice to meet you.” 
He smiled kindly. He had short, dirty blond hair and he looked like he could just as easily spent his days surfing as being a police officer. Although he might not have been as classically handsome as Hunter, his strong jaw and light blue eyes made him come across as an attractive man. 
“Can we sit down for a moment and talk?” Detective Phillips asked. 
Hunter looked bothered, but he nodded and forced a smile. “Of course. Would you like a drink—water, coffee?” 
“I’d love some coffee.” The detective smiled. 
Hunter made a quick expression of annoyance that only Kallie seemed to notice. 
“Kallie, you want some coffee too?” 
“Yes, please,” she said, getting on her crutches and following Hunter into the kitchen. 
Detective Phillips followed behind her. “Nice place you’ve got here,” he said loudly, as they made their way into the kitchen. 
Hunter glanced back. “Thanks. I like it very much.” Kallie noticed that his voice had taken on a formal quality that made him seem less accessible and not very warm. 
The police officer was taking in every detail of the house, Kallie thought, as he finally settled into a chair at the kitchen table. He was dressed in khakis and a button down shirt, with a simple blazer that pulled up to reveal a holster as he sat down. 
Seeing a glimpse of his gun somehow made everything that had happened to her feel more real. She reached up and touched the bandage on her head, as if confirming the reason behind his visit. Then she placed her crutches nearby and then gently lowered herself into one of the chairs opposite the detective. 
Meanwhile, Hunter was fixing coffee, using a scooper to put the grounds into the high-tech coffee pot on the counter. 
Detective Phillips turned his light blue eyes toward Kallie now. “I’m very sorry to hear about your injuries, Miss Young.” 
She shrugged. “The doctor told me I was very lucky—it could have been much worse.” 
“Be that as it may, you were the victim of a vicious assault. Can you tell me what you remember about that night?” He suddenly took out a small black digital recording device and placed it on the table. “I’m just going to keep this for my notes, if you don’t mind.” 
She stared at the recorder and licked her lips. For some reason, it made her feel as if she were the one being investigated for a crime. 
Hunter turned and noticed what was going on. His eyes narrowed. 
The detective took note of their reactions. “Is this okay? Are you uncomfortable with me recording this conversation?” 
“No, it’s fine,” she said, trying to smile. 
“It’s just for accuracy. I won’t be sending it to TMZ or anything.” He flashed a smile that might have been charming in other circumstances. 
“It feels a little formal, like I’m in court.” 
“Relax, Miss Young. I’m here to help you.” He hit a button on the device and then sat back. “Now, could you please tell me everything you can recall about the night in question?” 
Kallie took a deep breath and then exhaled. She hadn’t discussed it in depth with anyone but Hunter, and so she was unsure of where to begin. But haltingly, she started to tell the detective about meeting Levi at the gym, and his inviting her to the movies and then the theater being shut down. The detective prompted her and asked her questions now and again, but mostly he just listened. 
Hunter brought them their coffees, along with a small tray that held sugar, Splenda, a container of milk and another container of creamer. Neither Kallie nor the detective touched the coffee at first. 
She was just getting to the part of her story where she went to the door to read the sign that said the theater had closed down. 
“And then I decided I wasn’t going to wait around for him,” Kallie said. 
“You weren’t going to wait for the man who invited you—“ 
“Levi,” she said, nodding. “He wasn’t there yet and the whole area was deserted and creepy.” 
Hunter poured himself a cup and strolled casually to the table, where he stood and watched them—or rather—watched Detective Phillips. 
The detective glanced up at him before turning his attentions back to Kallie. 
“What happened next? After you decided to leave?” 
Kallie exhaled shakily. She had a sudden body memory, as if her unconscious had decided to, at this particular moment, replay the scene as vividly as if it were occurring in the present. 
She found herself back in the empty lot as before, checking her phone and then deciding that she wasn’t going to wait around anymore. 
Kallie could even smell the smells of that night—the scent of trash from the alley, and she could feel the cool night air against her skin. 
She began walking back to the car, her mind already halfway home, and happy to be away from this desolate place. And then, as the sounds of her footsteps echoed in the silence of the lot, she heard a voice from right behind her. 
“Kallie?” the familiar voice said, and as she turned around— 
The blinding pain, and then falling and blackness. Only this time, after the blackness, came a flickering image. Levi was kneeling down and rummaging through her purse. He was dressed in black slacks and a black shirt, and wearing gloves. He looked very different—the expression on his face was devoid of any emotion. 
Blackness again. Another flicker, this time of Levi staring into her eyes, as if he was a doctor examining her. “You’ll live,” he muttered. “This time.” 
Darkness once more. 
These memories were so vivid and frightening that Kallie was momentarily frozen, paralyzed with shock and fear. 
“What’s wrong, Kallie?” Hunter asked, stepping forward and snapping her out of her strange trancelike state. 
“I—I just—“ she looked up to Hunter, needing his consolation, wanting to break down in his arms and tell him what had happened. She was frightened, never having had an experience like this before. Part of her wondered if she was starting to go insane, or if perhaps there’d been a brain injury more significant than what the hospital had found. 
“Tell me what happened,” Hunter said, his voice now filled with intense concern. 
Kallie shook her head, unable to even speak about it. Tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she managed. 
Detective Phillips watched both of them closely, his expression showing everything from concern to suspicion. “Take your time,” he said softly. “I know this is difficult to think about.” 
Hunter put his mug on the table, and put his hands on her shoulders, leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Can you do this right now?” 
She nodded. “Yeah.” 
“Want me to tell this guy to hit the road?” 
Kallie shook her head, drying her eyes with her fingertips. “No. No, it’s okay.” 
She looked up and tried to smile at the officer. “I’m just having a moment is all.” 
The detective nodded slightly, but the impression he gave Kallie was that he didn’t like the turn this was taking. 
“Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?” he said. 
She sighed. “I just was remembering some things I’d never remembered before. 
It startled me.” She looked at Hunter, who raised his eyebrows in surprise. 
“What kinds of things?” 
“Well—“ she began, but the detective cut her off. 
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to clear something up.” He turned to Hunter. “I appreciate you being here as moral support for Miss Young, but I’d really like to be the one conducting this interview.” 
Hunter straightened, his body language visibly shifting as the other man tried to assert himself. “Interview? I thought you were just here to check in on her.” 
“I am. But I also need to get her story, so that we can try and find the person who attacked her.” 
“We know who’s responsible for this,” Hunter told him. 
“You do?” the detective said, sitting back. 
“We do.” 
Kallie sensed that the conversation was becoming more hostile and combative, and that Hunter was actually bothering Detective Phillips with his posturing. She gently put a hand on Hunter’s wrist. “Honey, let me handle this, okay?” 
He opened his mouth as if he was about to counter with something about why they should just tell the police about Terrence and be done with it. But then he seemed to think better of replying, and just nodded with resignation. He picked up his mug and grinned. “I’m just going to shut my mouth now.” 
Detective Phillips smiled perfunctorily. “I’d like to speak to you too, Mister Reardon. But first, if we could just focus on Kallie for a few minutes, it would be great.” 
Hunter gave a shrug. “Why not?” 
Detective Phillips looked at her again. “Please continue with your memory of that night. We left off with you deciding to get in your car and exit the parking lot.” 
“That’s right,” Kallie said, and then proceeded to explain her recollection of the event. This time she included seeing Levi from her position on the ground. 
Hunter’s mug was poised in mid air as she recounted seeing the man rummaging through her purse and then looking in her eyes. Hunter’s face was almost scarlet with rage when she finished. 
The detective noticed his reaction. “I take it you haven’t heard any of this before?” 
Finally, Hunter continued bringing the mug to his lips and sipped before answering. “I have not. Kallie told me about hearing someone call her name from behind her, and then she said the rest was a blank.” 
“That’s true,” Kallie replied. “I just now remembered seeing Levi. Is that possible? Am I imagining it?” 
The detective shifted in his seat. Once again, she glimpsed that bit of gun beneath his blazer. “Anything’s possible. But let’s stick to what you remember for now. Can you recall what the man who assaulted you was wearing that night?” 
She did her best to describe his outfit. Her voice was shaking as she told every detail she could think of. 
“And you’re certain it was the same man who invited you on to the movie theater?” 
She nodded. “Yes. But like I said, I didn’t remember any of this until just now.” 
“And you’ve had no contact with Levi since the incident?” 
“None. I don’t have my phone and I don’t remember his number.” 
“What else do you know about him? Last name, address, anything that could help us track him down?” 
“Not much. He mentioned being a grad student, but didn’t say what college he was attending.” 
“You say you met him at the gym over on Longmont Ave.” 
“That’s right.” 
The detective nodded. “Good. Well, he should have a membership there, so hopefully that will give us his name and then we can take it from there.” 
“I doubt you’ll find him,” Hunter said. 
Detective Phillips’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you say that?” 
“Because he was working for somebody. This was not an ordinary assault,” 
Hunter told him. 
Kallie shook her head, knowing that Hunter sounded crazy. “We don’t know for sure,” she said. “There might not be any connection.” 
Hunter laughed. “Of course there’s a connection.” 
The detective held up his hand. “Just what is it you think you know about the assault?” 
Hunter stepped closer to the table. “I had a woman staying at my house who’d recently left her boyfriend, and her boyfriend happens to be a very jealous and disturbed individual.” 
The detective looked confused and doubtful but gestured for Hunter to continue telling his story. 
So Hunter spent a few minutes recapping his situation with Scarlett and Terrence, and then started to describe how Kallie had come to the house while Terrence was there. 
At this point, Detective Phillips stopped him. “Let me get this straight. You were providing shelter to a victim of domestic abuse, and her abuser showed up here?” 
“Yes.” 
“And you weren’t here at the time?” 
Hunter shook his head. “No, I wasn’t.” 
“And then Miss Young showed up at the scene?” 
Kallie nodded. “I did.” She explained how Terrence threatened her and spit at her car before departing. 
The detective seemed underwhelmed by this new piece of information. “And did you then call the police to inform them of the situation?” he asked. 
“No,” Kallie replied. 
“Why not?” 
“I just didn’t want to be involved. I didn’t want anything to do with it.” 
Detective Phillips sighed and ran a hand through his short blond hair. “And you think this relates back to your assault in what way?” 
Hunter barked a laugh. “Isn’t it obvious? This guy, Terrence, is trying to get even with me by hurting Kallie. This is payback for me helping his girlfriend.” 
Detective Phillips looked doubtful. “You think this man basically put out a hit on Miss Young? And he did it to upset you?” 
Hunter nodded. “Check him out. His name is Terrence Craven, and he’s an owner of a string of bars in the Boston area.” 
The name brought a look of recognition to the detective’s face. “You’re talking about the Craven Group—they own Burt’s Bar next to Fenway Park.” 
“That’s right. Among other bars and clubs in the area.” 
Phillips shook his head. “Well, this is a strange turn.” He sighed, finally taking the nearby mug in hand and having his first sip of coffee. 
“It’s strange from the outside, but it all makes sense. Terrence is a nasty piece of work and I’m sure he has an arrest record a mile long.” 
Reaching into his blazer pocket, Phillips produced a small notebook and pen, and he flipped to a clean page. “If you’d be so kind as to give me the name of the woman you’ve been helping? The one you said was staying at your house?” 
Hunter hesitated, but finally told him Scarlett’s name. “I can give you her phone number, and I’ll let her know that you’ll be in touch,” Hunter said. “She’s obviously a bit leery of talking to people about this. And the police haven’t always been helpful to her in the past.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” 
When they were done going over the final details, the detective stood up again and shook Hunter’s and Kallie’s hand. He thanked them for their time and said he’d be in touch as soon as he had any news to report. 
And then he was gone, leaving nothing but his card on the table, along with his coffee mug, which had left a small circular stain. He’d only taken one sip. 
As Hunter dumped the coffee into the sink, he voiced his frustrations to Kallie. 
“That guy was an ass—an uptight prick.” 
Kallie was sitting down again, trying to quell the sense of unease which had taken root after the detective left the house. “Why do you say that? He seemed okay to me.” 
Hunter laughed. “Did you see the look on his face when I told him about Terrence and Scarlett? He thought I was crazy.” 
“You have to admit, it does sound a little far-fetched. Most people don’t operate that way. I mean, it happened to me and even I’m not totally sure I agree with your theory.” 
Hunter turned from the sink. “You don’t agree with me? You think it was a coincidence?” 
She shook her head. “Maybe Levi was just a bad guy. Maybe he was going to rob me or even worse, and then that janitor showed up and he ran off.” 
“Come on, Kallie. You don’t honestly believe that, do you?” 
“I’m not sure. I think it could have been almost anything.” 
Hunter put the now empty mug in the dishwasher and slammed the dishwasher door shut with a loud bang. “If you knew Terrence like I do, you’d know that this is exactly the kind of thing he would do. And I still blame myself for taking that security detail off you when you told me to stop following you. I never should have listened.” 
Kallie laughed. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
“No.” He glowered, but there was a twinge of a smile behind his anger. “It’s supposed to make me feel worse. I’m so pissed at myself. I never should have allowed this—“ 
“You can’t control everything all of the time. Shit happens.” 
Hunter looked at her for a moment and then burst out laughing. “Shit happens? 
Is that what we’re supposed to learn from this situation?” 
“Maybe.” 
“I don’t know what to tell you Detective,” Hunter said, pretending to address the police officer. “But shit happens. Hope that helps.” 
“He’s going to look into it, maybe he’ll turn something up,” Kallie said. 
Hunter came back to the table and sat down, moving his chair closer to her. Now their legs were touching and he gazed into her eyes. “I love you, Kallie. You know that, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“And you know that I’m on your side.” 
She nodded. “Of course.” 
“So listen to me when I tell you. That cop was useless, Kallie. He can call himself a detective, but at the end of the day—he’s not going to help us.” 
“But how can you know?” 
He shrugged. “I just know. It’s my job to know people and I can tell that guy doesn’t believe us. He wants a simpler explanation, something that can be summed up in twenty words or less in the police blotter.” 
“Maybe once he looks into Terrence’s background and sees—“ 
Hunter shook his head again. “No. He doesn’t want to see it. He’s probably going to find a way to blame someone else for what happened—or maybe he’ll even blame you.” 
“Me?” she laughed. “How did I go and hit myself on the head?” 
“He won’t blame you in such an obvious way. But he will blame you, because it’s easier than doing real police work. I know the type.” 
Kallie didn’t say anything to contradict Hunter’s opinion. He was clearly frustrated and seemed to have formed a strong opinion about Detective Phillips in a very short time, which Kallie didn’t think made much sense. And Kallie didn’t understand how he could be so certain that they guy wouldn’t end up helping them somehow. 
“It doesn’t matter,” she said, finally. “As long as I have you, I’m not worried.” 
He smiled, as if her vote of confidence had appeased him. “Then don’t worry.” 


*** 
The next few hours were incredible. Hunter did everything for her, whether it was fixing her a meal, or a snack, or running a bath for her. 
Hunter seemed to like taking care of her, Kallie thought. 
Later on, he set her up comfortably in the “TV room,” which was a room in the house she’d never seen previously. It had very comfortable chairs and a small couch, as well as an inordinately large television that took up an entire wall. 
Hunter spread out a warm, cozy blanket and pillow for her on the couch, and found a small footstool for her to rest her foot on. 
As she got settled, he asked her what she was in the mood to watch. 
Kallie shrugged. “I don’t know. Anything will do.” 
“Give me a name. A movie, any movie.” 
She thought about it. “I kind of feel like watching Legally Blonde.” 
He made a face. “Really?” 
“Hey, you asked—don’t make fun.” 
“I’m not making fun.” He then walked to the opposite wall and opened what looked like a closet door, which in fact opened up to reveal an entire wall of DVDs. 
There must have been hundreds, if not thousands of them. 
“Oh my god! What the heck? That’s your film collection?” 
“I’m in the biz, as they say, so it’s kind of my job.” He started scanning through them. “They’re arranged in alphabetical order, by title, so…” he continued scanning, running his finger down the stacks and stacks of cases. Finally he stopped. “Aha. 
Legally Blonde.” He snatched it from the stack and turned to look at her. “Are you sure this is what you want to watch? I couldn’t interest you in something else—Goodwill Hunting, Out of Sight, maybe even Ghostbusters if you’re in a particularly kooky mood?” 
“Nope. I want to watch that one.” She pointed at the movie he was holding. 
Hunter made a disappointed face and then went and popped it in the DVD player. 
“Do you like popcorn?” he asked. 
“Who doesn’t like popcorn?” 
“Just checking. Butter or—“ 
“Of course, butter—what do I look like, a crazy person?” she laughed. 
He shook his head and left the room, while the opening credits of the film began. 
Within minutes, he was back with a bowl of popcorn and a can of Diet Coke. 
Then he sat down next to her on the couch and watched Legally Blonde, and he even laughed at more than a few parts. 
When it was over, Kallie turned to him. “Why couldn’t it have been like this at the beginning between us? Why did everything have to be so hard?” 
Hunter just shook his head. “It’s not that simple. And it won’t ever be simple,” 
he finished. 
“I don’t understand what that means. Why can’t it be simple? Why can’t we just be happy and in love like Nicole and Red?” 
“Nicole and Red?” Hunter asked, rolling his eyes. “Where do I start?” 
“They’re in love. Red would do anything for her.” 
“I’d do anything for you.” 
“Exactly. So what do you mean that it isn’t simple?” she asked him. 
He sighed. “I still haven’t told you everything, Kallie.” 
“I don’t understand. What’s left to tell? What could be so bad?” 
Hunter couldn’t meet her gaze. He studied the floor. “I just…there are certain things that happened to me, certain things that I won’t ever forgive myself for. And I don’t think I can ever be truly happy. I’m always going to be…missing something.” 
“I don’t believe that. You’re one of the kindest, gentlest souls,” she said, and touched his cheek. 
He flinched away and stood up, his face red. “Kind?” he said, his voice rising. 
“Gentle?” 
She refused to be intimidated by his sudden volatility. “Yes, I think so,” she replied. 
“Gentle soul?” He laughed without a trace of humor. “I have no fucking soul left,” he hissed, and then he stormed out of the room and the door slammed behind him. 


*** 
Kallie didn’t see Hunter for an hour or so. She got up and hobbled over to the stacks of movies and found another one to watch. 
This time, she decided to go with Goonies—she’d loved that one since she was a little girl. It reminded her of home, of Ohio, and a simpler time when the biggest problem in her life had been how to get her mother to let her stay up half an hour later at night so she could play with her older brothers. 
Midway through the film, Hunter came back in, sheepishly apologizing for his outburst. “I’m sorry I yelled,” he said. 
Kallie nodded, not altogether sure how she felt about him at the moment. “You’re acting like a brat,” she said, finally. 
“I know.” 
“I get that the topic of conversation upset you, but there has to be a better way to handle it than to just flip out like that.” 
He nodded. “I understand if you want to go back to Red and Nicole’s,” he said. 
“I wouldn’t blame you at all.” 
“Do you want me to leave?” 
He looked up into her eyes. “Of course not. I need you here with me, Kallie.” 
“Well I don’t want to leave. So can we just play nice?” 
He started to grin. “I don’t know about that. I’m not big on playing nice.” 
She felt a sudden thrill as he looked her up and down with obvious hunger. 
“You don’t have to play nice all the time,” she conceded. 
Suddenly he was coming toward her and then he was on top of her on the couch, kissing her, his lips suctioned to hers, his tongue exploring her mouth as if for the first time. 
Kallie couldn’t believe how quickly he’d shifted gears. Suddenly he was caressing her body, and his hands were greedily sliding under her t-shirt and grasping for her bare breasts. 
She moaned, spreading her legs for him. She was wearing sweats and nothing beneath them and she could feel his hardness as he pressed down on her from above. 
This also conjured up images from the past. It reminded her of those teenage years when boys had found a way to get her alone and their mouths had been so hungry for a taste of her, and she’d been so eager to experience all the new feelings of touching and groping and fumbling. 
This felt a little bit like that, only it was sweeter but also sexier, and she was excited because Hunter did not fumble. Ever. 
Hunter broke off from kissing her momentarily. “Why do you love me?” he said. 
She stared up at him, into his dark, questioning eyes. “Because I can feel the way you love me, and being with you is the most fun I’ve ever had. And because I think we understand one another—maybe more than we should.” 
He smiled. “I want to show you everything. I want to make you feel everything.” 
Her breathing accelerated. “I like it when you show me new things.” 
“You do? Even if it’s something naughty—something that you’re never supposed to do?” 
“Especially if it’s naughty. I want to be bad.” She smiled, knowing that it was true, and finally giving into it. She liked being a submissive, she liked it when Hunter dominated her in bed. She wanted to do anything and everything for him, she wanted to give in so deeply that he was shocked by her submission. 
“Come here,” he growled, pulling her towards him again for another long, intimate kiss. She moaned in her throat, as his hand caressed up her leg, across her inner thigh. 
He put his hand beneath the elastic band of her pants and slid it down between her legs, where he began rubbing her soaking mound. She was open for his fingers already. 
“I’m going to fuck your pussy with my fingers, fuck you until you come for me,” he said. 
Already, she was close. Already, his fingers were slick with her juices as he thrust in and out, bringing Kallie to a frenzied, fevered state, as he did his work on her mound. 
She was slick and her bare sex quivered with Hunter’s relentless, precise and aggressive penetration. His fingers were like magic, strong and fast and supple, delivering her ecstasy with artistic fervor. 
“Tell me you like it,” he said. 
“I—I like it,” she gasped, as he stared at her and then began deeply kissing her mouth. 
He backed away, and suddenly he’d taken out his hard, thick member. “You know what to do.” 
She immediately and gratefully leaned forward, taking his penis into her mouth, sucking it all the way in, until she could feel his head almost touching the back of her throat. 
Kallie nearly gagged, he was so long and wide. But she didn’t care. She was submitting, and challenging herself to go further. Let him do as he would. She would take him in further than even he thought possible. 
No woman will have ever given him better head than this, she thought. 
“Oh, Kallie,” he said, and the slight quiver in his deep voice told her that she’d indeed brought him to knew heights of pleasure. He began moving his hips in time with her mouth, as she bobbed up and down, letting him slide quickly in and out of her mouth. 
He placed his hands on her shoulders, signaling when to go deeper than before, and when to pull back. 
Finally, on one stroke, he gave a strange moan and pulled out. “I’m going to come if I’m not careful,” he said. He looked at her with wide, confused eyes. 
“Is something wrong?” she smiled, batting her eyelashes. 
“I’ve never felt anything like that. And you’ve never done it like that, either,” he said, bewildered. 
She grinned. “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.” 
His expression darkened. “You’re topping from the bottom,” he said, “and I don’t like it.” 
“What? What’s that?” 
“You’re trying to take control even though you’re under my control. You’re dictating the game.” 
“I’m not. Maybe you just don’t like that I’m truly being submissive. Maybe it’s threatening.” She smirked at him. 
He grew more intense. “You think this is submissive? Because you deep throated me?” 
“I can do anything you need me to do.” 
“Fine. Turn over then. On your stomach.” 
She turned onto her stomach on the couch. “Like this?” 
“Pull your pants down—show me your bare butt.” 
Quickly, she took them down, felt the room temperature air on her bare skin. The couch was soft beneath her legs. “What now, Master?” 
“Now we’ll see how submissive you truly are, Kallie. We’ll see if you’re ready to earn your stripes.” 
Suddenly he was on top of her, and he was paddling her behind with his palm, creating a tingling, almost funny sensation that rippled out across her lower extremities. 
“You don’t even know how deep I can make it,” he said. 
Something about the way he said it made her juices flow, and a wave of heat radiated out from between her legs. She moaned as his spanking turned more sharp and bordering on painful. 
Yet he seemed to know when the feeling was becoming too intense, and would back off just so slightly. 
Suddenly, she heard him moving around, she couldn’t tell what exactly he was doing. “My cock is out,” he rasped. “I’m going to test you with it. I’m going to break you in the old-fashioned way, Kallie.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“I’m going to have anal sex with you. And it’s going to be very big, and it might stretch you out,” he said. “I’m not sure you can handle it.” 
“I know I can,” she replied. 
He playfully slapped her buttocks with his penis. She could feel it against her flesh, hot and hard, insistent. It slid between her butt cheeks and poked at her anus. 
“It doesn’t seem like you’re ready yet,” he told her. “Let me help you.” And then, he reached around, between her body and the couch, sliding his hand down to her wet slit. His fingers started to work between her folds, and as he did so, his cock slid back and forth along the crack of her behind. 
“That feels so good,” she whispered. It did feel good. She knew he was going to do whatever he wanted to do to her. And she didn’t care. Everything Hunter did to her body thrilled her. He’d never steered her wrong yet, and she wasn’t worried that he would this time. 
Besides, she wanted to prove him wrong. She wasn’t topping from the bottom or any such nonsense. She was giving in, giving up control, giving him everything he claimed that he wanted from her. 
His fingers came away from her pussy slathered in juices, and Kallie’s legs shivered as he began smothering her anus with that very same juice. He even spit into her, continuing until he worked one of his fingers into her hole. 
“Oh my,” she whispered, and it wasn’t from pain, either. 
There was sweet, divine pressure against her, but it seemed to be pleasuring her pussy at the same exact time. His finger slid in and out of her asshole as she quivered and moaned. 
“You’re very tight,” he said. “I don’t think you’re ready for me, Kallie.” 
“Please. Please do it. I know I’m ready. I’ll fit you in me.” 
“I can try the tip of my cock. But if you can’t accommodate me, I won’t force it. 
Understand?” 
“I understand.” 
“Good.” He took a deep breath and then she felt him maneuvering his hard, pulsating shaft so that he was angled to plunge into her. 
Slowly, ever so slowly, he started inserting his cock into her anus. 
Kallie moaned and arched her back. “Yes,” she told him. “More. Please.” 
“You’re tight,” he whispered, and she could feel him shaking with excitement and pleasure. 
He used the palm of one hand to spread her buttocks so that he had more space to fit, and slowly he was entering her. Centimeter by centimeter, he was sliding inside her. 
She couldn’t believe it. She was going into another place, the place she went when her body was completely unselfconscious and she was taken over by pure sexual bliss. 
“Fuck me, Hunter. I want you. Please, Hunter.” 
“I’m going to, Kallie. Be patient.” He continued to work his way inside. “There we go,” he sighed. 
Suddenly, it was as though she’d loosened up her back entrance—like she’d gotten wider or he’d gotten somehow more slippery. Whatever it was, he magically slipped the rest of the way in, and she could feel him back there, stiff and hard—
penetrating her deeply. 
“Is it too much?” he whispered. “Just tell me.” 
“No,” she said, shaking her head as she focused on just enjoying it. 
She could feel his body against hers, shaking now with intense delight as he took her anally. He began pumping in and out, slowly at first, but then gaining in confidence. 
“Please, I want everything—I want you to empty your cock inside me,” she told him. 
“No one has ever been able to take me this way,” he told her. “Not like this.” 
“I told you I’d do anything.” 
His hands slid around to her breasts, then down to her wet and moist entrance. He began fingering her clit while he fucked her anally, his shaft moving in and out seamlessly. 
Kallie felt herself come, giving into the momentum and the dirtiness of it all. 
As she came, she felt Hunter giving in as well. “I’m going to come, too,” he gasped. 
“Come inside me—inside me,” she pressed. 
“Okay. Okay then.” He started to come. She could feel him spurting inside, and then he started to pull out and spurts of semen roped against her anus. “I’m going in again,” he told her. 
“Yes,” she said, grinning now, knowing that she could handle him. 
He was still coming as he once more penetrated her anus, flooding her with his semen. He slid in and out, and she could feel him—hot and wet and slippery as he managed to fuck her more still. 
Finally, they were done, completely spent and exhausted. 
“You’ve surprised me yet again,” he told her. 
“That’s the idea. I can’t ever be too predictable.” She smiled. 
“What’s gotten into you?” he said. “How did you do all of that? Have you been practicing or something?” 
“No. Maybe it’s just knowing that we’re in love.” 
He looked into her eyes, then. “I do love you, even though I’m completely fucked up.” 
“You’re not completely fucked up,” she said. “You’re just mostly fucked up.” 
Hunter laughed and shook his head. “I shouldn’t let you get away with that kind of talk, but I can’t resist you Kallie.” 
She smiled again. “Didn’t I tell you things would be better if you’d just let me in a little bit?” 
His eyes widened. “So this is what you meant? Why didn’t you just say so? I would’ve signed on the dotted line that first day we met.” 
She playfully slapped his shoulder. “Don’t be a jerk, Hunter. I’m serious. Isn’t this better? Aren’t we better like this?” 
He nodded, but his expression grew pensive. “I just wonder when I’m going to screw it all up and lose you again.” 
“You’re not going to. I won’t let you.” 
He shook his head sadly. “I’m too damaged. Sometimes, I can almost convince myself that I might be normal. Sometimes, I think I might really be able to get past…everything.” 
She wanted to ask him what had happened to him, what it was that he didn’t think he could get past. But she was afraid. He had already given in on so many accounts, given up so much for her, and she sensed that at any time he might withdraw again and go away for good. 
Kallie didn’t press him to tell her more details. Instead, she stroked his hair. “I love you, Hunter. And I won’t give up on you, even if you’ve given up on yourself.” 
“I don’t deserve you,” he replied. 
“You don’t deserve what you’re doing to yourself,” she told him. 
“What does that even mean?” 
“It means, stop making everything so difficult. Let’s just enjoy what we have.” 
He smiled. “Okay. I’ll try.” 


*** 
That night, Hunter held her close. Periodically, Kallie would wake up—
sometimes from a nightmare—and find herself wrapped in Hunter’s strong, protective arms. He was like a shield—he was her armor. The moment she awoke and found herself safely in his grasp, Kallie would feel a surge of joy and warmth in her body. 
So this is what it’s like to be loved, she thought. 
And once or twice, Hunter was also woken by her stirrings, and he wasn’t bothered or annoyed in the least. Instead, he just told her over and over again that she was the only thing that mattered now, and that he would do anything for her. 
Near the end of the night, Kallie was finally able to sleep deeply and there were no more bad dreams. 
She didn’t notice Hunter getting up and leaving the bedroom, but when she snapped awake again, it was after eight in the morning. Sun was streaming through the windows in large beams of light that made the whole room look bright and welcoming. 
Kallie yawned and stretched. She smiled, picturing the love she’d felt throughout the evening. That was what she wanted—it was all she really needed. She didn’t need Hunter’s money, or whatever fame he might possess, and at the end of the day she didn’t even care if he lost his looks. 
She just wanted him to hold her and look at her with eyes that told her she was the only one, and there would never be another. 
That was the look she’d seen pass between Nicole and Red so many times since she’d begun to stay with them. 
Speaking of which, Kallie thought—she needed to get a new phone to replace her old one so she could check in more regularly with Nicole. It wasn’t right to just leave her and Red hanging high and dry with a newborn baby and a crazy mother-in-law. 
Kallie got out of bed and hopped downstairs with her crutches, wearing nothing but a long t-shirt. When she got down to the first floor, she found Hunter in his study, typing away. 
“Morning!” she said cheerily, balancing on her crutches and waiting for his response. 
He glared back at her over his shoulder, grunting something unintelligible. His eyes looked bloodshot and his hair was tousled. 
How long has he been awake and working? She wondered, backing away from the study, and heading for the kitchen. 
Most of her good cheer had evaporated by the time she’d hobbled to the kitchen. 
It was hard enough making coffee on crutches, with a bad ankle—but worse was the fact that Hunter seemed to have reverted back to his old self already. 
Kallie made herself a cup of coffee and drank some, trying not to let herself get too down about Hunter’s morning mood. Maybe he was simply more of a night person, she thought. 
The coffee was strong and good. She sat with her hurt leg propped up on another chair and sipped from her cup, reading the front page of the New York Times, which had been left on the table. 
Not long after that, she grew restless and worked her way down the hallway towards his study again. The door was only partly ajar and she could see him hunched over his computer, furiously typing away. 
Across the hall, another door was open and she noticed there were reams and reams of paper stacked inside. It looked like some sort of writer’s supply closet or something. As she crutched her way closer to it, she noticed that the stacks of paper were not blank sheets. 
They were manuscripts. 
She drew close enough to pick one up and Hunter spun around in his chair. 
“What are you doing now?” 
She glanced at the front sheet. It said: 


CRITICAL MASS 




 by Roger Starr 
Beneath the name, on the lower left-hand corner of the page, was contact info. 
“What’s this?” she asked. All the manuscripts were different, with different titles and written apparently by different people. 
Hunter sighed. “That’s private. Why are you snooping again?” 
“I’m not snooping. Just a little hint—if you don’t want me to see something, don’t leave it out in the open for me to see it.” She slammed the manuscript down on top of the pile. Then she started off, as quickly as her crutches could take her. 
“Hold on—hold on.” Hunter came running after her. “Wait a second, Kallie.” 
She wouldn’t look at him. “Will you please let me go?” she said. “I don’t feel like having a conversation with you at the moment.” 
“Hey, I’m sorry,” he said, coming around in front of her. “I just—I get weird when I’m trying to write.” 
“That’s not my problem. Close your stupid office door then.” She felt tears (once again) near the surface and fought them back. 
“You’re right, it’s not your problem. I’m sorry I was being a dick.” 
“Sorry isn’t meaningful if you just keep doing the same thing over and over again.” 
He nodded. “You’re right. It’s just—“ he sighed. “Those things—the ones you saw in that closet—they’re scripts. Screenplays.” 
She turned and looked back at all of them. “There must be hundreds.” 
He grinned. “I have another five or six boxes of them upstairs. It’s my private hell—my slush pile.” 
“What’s that?” she asked, her curiosity momentarily causing her to forget her anger. 
“A slush pile is the random slush that gets sent my way by various agents, writers, producers, directors. I get tons of scripts every month and it’s impossible to keep up with it all.” He brushed the hair back from his forehead and smiled. “So I don’t keep up with it—I stopped even trying. And the piles just grow. And grow.” 
Suddenly, Kallie had an idea. “Could I read some of those scripts—your slush pile scripts?” 
He shrugged and laughed. “Why?” 
“I don’t know. You’re in your office working and I don’t have much to do.” 
He thought about it for a moment, and then he laughed and nodded. “Sure, you can read some scripts. In fact, you could even do some coverage if you want.” 
“Coverage?” 
“Well, typically my script readers make notes about the plot, what works and doesn’t work in the screenplay, so that I can get a quick idea about it and whether or not there’s anything worth reading for myself. Maybe I’ll like something enough to have the writer revise it and show it to me again, that sort of thing.” 
“I could try,” she said, not sure if the idea truly appealed to her, or if she just wanted to do it to get closer to Hunter. 
“Grab a red pen in that drawer down there,” he told her, pointing. “Grab any script, and then just tell me what you feel about it. Write it all down.” 
“I’ll do my best.” 
“You can’t be any worse than the clowns who usually read those things. I had to fire ninety-nine percent of my readers because they were completely useless.” 
Hunter went back to his study and Kallie took a pen and a screenplay, limping to the TV room to settle on the couch and try to try her hand at being Hunter’s script reader. 


*** 
It turned out Kallie enjoyed reading scripts. 
At least, she enjoyed reading the screenplay she’d grabbed from the top of Hunter’s pile—and not because it was a particularly well-written movie, either. There was just something fun and exciting about reading something that could potentially make it on the big screen someday, with real actors and actresses playing the roles. 
Kallie had always loved movies, and although she wasn’t very familiar with the odd format that screenplays were written in, it didn’t take her long to fall into the groove. 
As she went along, she made notes in the margins, like a teacher grading a student. It didn’t take a very long time to read through her first screenplay. It was only around ninety pages in length, so she finished it in just a couple of hours. Then she flipped to the back page, and wrote a quick synopsis of the story with some of her major thoughts and feelings about how it could be improved. 
When she was done, she looked at her own handiwork and felt a twinge of embarrassment. 
Hunter’s going to think this was a waste of time. He’s going to tell you not to
bother doing this anymore, because you’re no good at it. 
She knew she was being silly, but the truth was that she cared what Hunter thought about her. She wanted to please him, wanted to show him that she was more than just a sexual being. 
You don’t have anything to prove, she told herself. 
But she felt like she still had something to prove. Maybe it was wrong, but it was how she felt. 
Okay, so maybe I’ll do coverage on another script. I can only get better at this. 
She left the finished screenplay on the table and went back to the pile and grabbed another one. As she was hobbling back to the couch to start the next one, the doorbell rang. 
She jumped, startled by the sound as it echoed throughout the house. 
Hunter appeared shortly thereafter, looking dismayed. “Wait here,” he said, moving to the door and peering out the window beside it. 
“Fuck,” he swore under his breath. 
“What?” 
“It’s that detective again,” he said, shaking his head. “This can’t be good.” 
“Maybe he’s found a lead.” 
“I highly doubt that.” Hunter opened the door and greeted Detective Phillips with about as much friendliness as he would have shown to a Jehovah’s Witness. 
“Mind if I come in for a moment?” the detective asked. 
Hunter stood there, blocking the doorway. “Do you have something new to tell us?” 
Detective Phillips peered around Hunter and saw Kallie standing in the hall. He nodded to her—then looked at Hunter. “I’d like to catch you up to date on the investigation so far. There have been a few developments.” 
The three of them went to the terrace and sat down at the small table. It was nice outside, and there was a steady wind, but it wasn’t too cool. 
“How are you feeling, Kallie?” Phillips asked. Today, he was dressed in a nice blue suit with a blue and gold tie. He looked somehow more stern and intimidating than he had last time—but no flash of gun as he sat down on this occasion. 
“I’m doing well,” she said, nodding. 
“You look better.” 
“She’s got a great nurse,” Hunter said, winking at Kallie. 
“Do you have a nurse coming in then?” 
“I was joking. I’m playing nursemaid right now.” 
The detective raised his eyebrows and didn’t comment on that. Instead, he pulled out his notebook and the digital recorder, setting the black box in the center of the table. 
“Mind if I record again?” 
“Sure,” Kallie said. 
Hunter eyed him. “What’s this all about?” he asked. “If you’re just here to tell us about the investigation, why are you recording?” 
Phillips’s eyes were hard, like pieces of coral. He didn’t waver. “I always like to record any conversations that pertain to ongoing investigations. That way, there’s never any question about what was said. Also, I do have a few more questions to ask.” 
Hunter smirked and gave Kallie a look. “I figured as much.” 
Flipping through his notebook, Phillips began speaking. “I did a lot of legwork yesterday, and managed to find out a few interesting pieces of information.” He looked up at Hunter. “I spoke with Terrence Craven just after leaving here.” 
“You did?” Kallie asked, as the mention of Terrence’s name sent fear spiraling through her body. 
He nodded. “Terrence admitted to coming to your house and seeing Kallie, and having words with her. But he recounts the content of that conversation very differently.” 
“And what does he say happened?” 
“Mister Craven says that he came here because he was afraid that you were holding Scarlett against her will. He says that you’re a dangerous and abusive man, Mister Reardon. In fact, he levels the same charges at you, as what you’ve insisted about him.” 
“This is insane,” Hunter said. 
Kallie was shocked. “You don’t actually believe that, do you? Terrence threatened me—he spit into my car window. I was physically afraid of the man.” 
“But you never called the police and reported it.” 
“I already explained why.” 
“You think she lied about Terrence threatening her? What about Scarlett? Did you call her?” Hunter asked, his voice incredulous. 
The detective seemed unruffled by Hunter’s hostility. “I did. She was reluctant to go into much detail about the matter. She seemed afraid and reluctant to open up about her situation.” 
“I wonder why.” Hunter shook his head and laughed. 
“How long have you been supporting Scarlett financially?” Phillips asked. 
“I hadn’t even seen her in years. Recently, she showed up and begged me to help her. She’d left Terrence and had nothing to her name, and she was afraid. So I let her stay with me for a little while, and then I got her an apartment and security detail.” 
“You’re spending thousands and thousands of dollars on a woman who you claim not to have seen in years.” 
“That’s right.” 
“May I ask what you’re relationship is with her currently? Is it of a romantic nature?” 
“No, it’s not. And I don’t see how questioning me helps you find Levi, the guy who assaulted her. Have you even looked for him?” 
Kallie nodded, her stomach tight with anger. “I have to agree. Why are you interrogating Hunter? We told you who’s responsible.” 
Phillips stood up from his chair and peered over the railing of the terrace. 
Turning back to face them, the detective folded his arms. “I tried to track down Levi, the man who you described as having met at the gym.” Phillips paused, as if trying to phrase things accurately. “I was unable to find any trace of such a person. There was no record of him as having a membership at the gym, and no witnesses have come forward who know him or have ever seen him.” 
Kallie was stunned. “Are you sure?” 
The detective shrugged. “I dug into your cell phone records, and the texts that went back and forth that day between you and this man, led only to a temporary cell phone that appears to have been bought with cash. In other words, it leads nowhere.” 
“You’ve got nothing, so you came here to rattle my cage,” Hunter said. “Isn’t that right?” 
The detective laughed derisively. “The truth is, your attitude is what first caused me to question the veracity of Miss Young’s story—and yours as well.” 
“Did you do as much digging into Terrence’s rap sheet as you did everything to do with me and Kallie?” 
“Terrence Craven doesn’t have a record.” Phillips paced a few steps nearer the table. “And after speaking with him, we checked his alibi for the night of Kallie’s assault and it’s rock solid.” 
“Of course it is,” Hunter muttered. 
“What about you?” Phillips asked. 
“What about me?” 
“Where were you the night Kallie was assaulted?” 
Hunter didn’t speak for a long moment. “I was here, at my house, working.” 
“Anyone who can corroborate your whereabouts?” 
Kallie laughed. “This is ridiculous. I saw Levi. I remember seeing him clear as day.” 
The detective glanced over at her. “I’m very concerned about you, Miss Young. 
I was wondering if perhaps you wouldn’t like to come with me? I can take you wherever you’d like to go—wherever you’d feel safest.” 
Kallie was furious, but she tried to keep her calm. “I feel safest with Hunter. 
That’s why I came here with him. Do you think he forced me to come stay with him under threat of death?” 
Detective Phillips didn’t laugh. Didn’t even crack a smile, to be precise. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I’ll tell you this. Mister Craven might not have an arrest record, but Mister Reardon certainly does.” 
Kallie glanced at Hunter and saw his lips tighten. 
“Hunter?” she said. 
“Yes, I’ve been arrested,” he said sharply. 
“An assault charge from about two years ago,” Phillips replied. 
“It was a stupid bar brawl.” 
“You broke a man’s jaw.” 
Hunter shook his head. “I never said I was perfect. It was a stupid, idiotic fight and I regret it. But it certainly doesn’t mean I’d assault my girlfriend.” 
“Be that as it may, it does give me pause. After speaking with Terrence Craven, I’ve started to wonder if perhaps you didn’t simply sling accusations at him that were more fitting to have been placed at your own feet, Mister Reardon.” 
“This is insane.” 
“I should probably go,” Phillips said. “I’m going to keep looking for leads, but I think that it will be difficult to find anything meaningful, given what I’ve encountered so far.” 
“Great detective work,” Hunter sneered. “Keep it up.” 
“I will, you can be sure. Miss Young,” he said, and handed her his card. “Please call if you need anything. The offer still stands.” His eyes shifted to Hunter and then back to her again. “You don’t have to be afraid of the repercussions,” he added. 
“I won’t be using this,” Kallie told him. “And you’ve insulted us with a lot of empty accusations. The man who assaulted me is Levi. Maybe it’s a fake name but he’s a real person. And what I told you about Terrence was completely true.” 
Detective Phillips left soon after that, and Kallie and Hunter watched him drive away, neither of them speaking as they watched him go. 


*** 
Hunter had been quiet after the detective left the house. Kallie, not wanting to upset him further (and feeling some degree of responsibility for the whole thing), kept to herself. 
She began reading another script, just to pass the time. 
About half way through, Hunter interrupted her. “Hey, want to get out of here for a little while?” he asked. 
She looked up from her manuscript. “Where to?” 
“Grab a bite to eat—there’s a great place right on the water…” 
“I’m starving,” she said. “Sounds perfect.” 
Hunter glanced back at the manuscripts she’d left on the table. “How are you enjoying your temp job as my script reader? Is it everything you’d hoped it would be?” 
“And more,” she said. “Actually, I do like it. It’s fun.” 
“Good. I’ve got thousands of them, so you’ll never run out of fun things to do at my house.” 
They got in his car (Kallie had some difficulty, but with the seat all the way back, she found she could extend her leg comfortably enough). As they began driving, she rolled her window down and enjoyed the fresh air streaming through. 
Before long, they were at the restaurant, seated outside on a beautiful deck overlooking the water. The sun was casting shadows across half of the bay and it was like something out of a postcard. 
Hunter smiled at her as she looked around. The wind whipped Kallie’s hair across her face and she tried unsuccessfully to put it back in place. 
“You’re gorgeous,” he said. 
“This wind isn’t doing me any favors.” 
“You don’t need any favors. You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever seen, Kallie.” 
She laughed and looked down, having trouble taking the compliment. 
When the waiter came to the table, Hunter ordered them Caesar salads and Porterhouse steaks, cooked medium, and a bottle of red wine. 
“You’re going to love this food,” he told her when the waiter departed. “This place is a local treasure.” 
Kallie unfolded her napkin. “I wouldn’t care if you fed me horse right about now.” 
Hunter’s puzzled and slightly horrified expression made her laugh. 
The waiter came along with their food, and as Hunter had promised, it was magnificent. Kallie didn’t know if it was because she was so hungry, or if the fresh air and the scenery made it seem better than it was—but she couldn’t think of a meal she’d enjoyed this much in a long time. 
The conversation was light, as they talked a little about Hunter’s movie company and how he’d founded it with some of the money he’d made off Blue Horizon’s success. 
“And then I was lucky enough to come across a little script called The Visitors,” he said, sipping his red wine. “We made it for a song—ultra low budget.” 
“What does that mean?” Kallie asked. “I don’t know a thing about movie budgets.” 
“We made it for just under a million dollars.” 
“That sounds like a lot to me,” she said. She took a long sip of wine, enjoying the warmth it created as it went down her throat and settled in her stomach. 
“It sounds like a lot but it really isn’t,” Hunter told her. His dark eyes looked directly into hers and she felt that spark of attraction and recognition. She was hardly able to focus on his comments. 
“I guess movies are expensive,” she said, trying to meet his intense gaze. 
“Most of them cost at least eight or ten million these days. The Visitors cost under a million and ended up taking Cannes and Sundance by storm. We partnered with DreamWorks and the film got wide release.” 
Kallie nodded. “I remember seeing the commercials for it.” 
“You never saw the film?” 
She shook her head. “No. Sorry.” 
“It’s fine,” he said. “Maybe I’ll show you a screener when we get home.” 
“I’d like that.” Kallie had a small bite of steak. “So, the film was a huge success?” 
“Well beyond my wildest dreams.” 
“Kind of like your book.” 
He nodded, his expression conflicted. “Yes. I seem to be lucky in that way.” 
“It’s amazing, Hunter. People would die to have that kind of success.” 
Her comment seemed to stun him momentarily. He almost flinched as the words came out of her mouth. She watched some of the color drain from his face, and he grew quiet, distant. 
She’d seen that look before. “Hunter?” 
He looked up at her with haunted eyes. “I’m fine,” he said. “I just…Give me a second.” And then he got up and left the table. 
She watched him walk away, and wondered if he’d even be back. 
Kallie played with her food, but she’d lost all appetite. Replaying the conversation, she had a hard time even knowing exactly what had made him suddenly so emotional. It was as though he couldn’t stand the fact that he was successful. 
It didn’t make any sense. 
A couple of minutes later, Hunter returned. He sat down, flashing a quick but superficial smile that she didn’t believe. 
“Are you okay?” she said. 
“Yeah. I think maybe something I ate disagreed with me, though.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and threw it on his plate. “I already settled the check. Are you ready to go home now?” 
“Back to Red and Nicole’s or—“ 
He gave her a surprised look. “Of course not. Back with me.” 
“Oh.” A feeling of relief flooded her. “I thought maybe you wanted to get rid of me. 
“Not at all.” He grabbed her crutches from nearby and then walked slowly beside her as she made her way to the exit. 
Finally, they were back in his car and driving home. Kallie was kind of buzzed and tired from the wine and the conversation. As the car hummed, she lay back in her seat and relaxed. Soon, her eyelids were drooping, closing and opening. 
Flashes of the road, the car, then blackness. Then she opened her eyes a moment and glanced at Hunter, who looked at her and smiled kindly. And then her eyes closed once more. 
She was asleep for an unknown time, and then suddenly she was jerked awake by a sudden movement. 
Her eyes snapped open and she turned to find Hunter staring into his rearview mirror, and intense look on his face. His eyes were riveted by whatever it was he was seeing. 
“What’s going on?” she asked. “Something woke me up.” 
“Sorry. I just tried to lose whoever it is that’s following us.” 
Suddenly, Kallie was wide-awake and her senses were on high alert. She could feel the blood pounding in her ears. “Someone’s following us?” 
Hunter’s eyes were looking at the road one moment, than the rearview mirror the next, alternating. He sped up and the engine began to whine. 
“It appears that way,” he said sharply. 
“Maybe it’s a coincidence.” 
“I don’t think so.” He was steering mainly with his left hand. Suddenly, he used his right hand to press a button and a compartment opened up just above the glove compartment, as if by magic. Hunter’s hand then dove into the compartment and emerged holding a large, sleek gun. 
Kallie had never seen a handgun in real life. 
Back in Ohio, at one of Sean’s friend’s house, they’d had a shotgun and one of Sean’s buddies had tried to shoot a tin can off a fence post. The recoil from the shotgun had knocked him onto his behind and set everyone laughing. 
Even then, Kallie had wanted nothing to do with the thing. 
“Hunter, why do you have that gun?” she cried. 
“Because I might need to use it,” he said, watching the road. “We’ll see if this guy is serious or not.” 
“You’re scaring me,” she said. 
“I’m protecting you.” 
Kallie looked behind her, out the back windshield. What she saw was a tan SUV, probably five or six yards behind them. 
“Is it the car right behind us?” 
“Yup. I saw it on the drive to the restaurant, but I thought maybe I was imagining things. Being paranoid.” 
“Maybe you were.” 
He shook his head. “Then, when we started coming home, the exact same car was right behind us again. There’s no way it’s a coincidence now.” 
“Could it be Detective Phillips?” 
“I don’t think so.” He slowed down drastically, and the car slowed down behind them. 
Kallie was shaking. Any moment, she thought, shots would start ringing out and glass would shatter. She didn’t want to die out here. She didn’t want to be killed today. 
Hunter had his handgun at the ready. He slowed down to a complete stop on the right hand side of the road. 
The car behind them stopped as well and waited, as if malevolent, seeming to mock their fear and hesitation. 
“I’m getting out,” Hunter said, starting to open his door. 
“No, please.” She grabbed his arm and tried to hold him back. “Please, I have a bad feeling. Don’t go out there.” 
The SUV was still sitting there, no movement at all. Its windows were tinted and so it was impossible to see who was in the car. It was like some evil futuristic machine, Kallie thought. Just looking at it made her feel ill. 
“Fine, let’s just go. I’m not playing anymore games,” he said, about to put his car in drive again. 
But suddenly the other vehicle roared to life, heading for them at a high rate of speed. “Shit!” Hunter yelled, throwing his arms over Kallie to protect her from the inevitable collision. 
However, the impact never came. At the last moment, the SUV swerved around them and shot by, pausing once to issue a loud series of beeps and then continuing down the road. Eventually, it disappeared out of sight. 
Kallie was shaking and crying, partly out of fear and partly out of relief. A moment later, Hunter put the gun back in its secret compartment. 
“Who was that?” she said. 
“I think we know who it was.” 
“Should we report it to the police?” 
He just laughed. “You know how that’ll go. They’ll probably think we’re making it all up because I’m trying to cover my own ass.” 
“This is awful. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder the rest of my life.” 
Hunter leaned across the seat and hugged her, kissing her forehead. He smelled like cologne and fresh soap. His warm, strong embrace enveloped her and made her feel safer. 
“You don’t have to look over your shoulder, Kallie. I’m going to take care of this. Just give me some time.” 
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I have a terrible feeling. I feel like something horrible is about to happen.” 
“It’s not. They’re gone. Nobody’s going to hurt you again, as long as I’m here.” 


*** 
Over the next few days, things slowly returned to normal—or, as normal as anything ever could be, given the fact that Hunter was seemingly preoccupied with whatever he was writing in his study, and Kallie was left to her own devices. 
The fear that had been so strong and all pervasive when the strange car had followed them from the restaurant—slowly dwindled away to almost nothing. 
As the hours turned into days, it was the boredom that Kallie found most problematic. Boredom that was broken up only occasionally—once when Nicole and Red and baby Riley came for a short visit, and another time when Hunter emerged from his study long enough to cook dinner and watch a movie with her. 
But other than that, Kallie found herself with not much to do except watch TV 
and read the endless mountain of scripts that Hunter had given her access to. 
What had started off as a fun and exciting diversion, had now become something of a dreary routine. After a few days, Kallie was used to picking up a fresh new screenplay, grabbing her trusty pen, and going through page after page of drivel. 
She was starting to understand why Hunter had been avoiding this task for so long. 
Initially, reading these things had been interesting, different. Occasionally there would be a storyline that she found somewhat entertaining. But as time wore on, they all began blending into one another and the scripts themselves started to seem formulaic and trite and dull. 
Kallie started rolling her eyes, making comments about clichés in the margins, and writing searing commentary on the back page that told of all the wrong steps that had been made in the creation of such bland work. 
She was burning out. 
The problem was, there was not much else to do. Hunter was spending more and more time in his study, ostensibly writing—whatever it was, he certainly had no intention of telling Kallie what he was up to. 
He would emerge from time to time, after hours and hours in his cave, in order to make himself a cup of coffee, grab some water or take a bathroom break—perhaps occasionally to eat a quick meal. 
During these brief interludes, Kallie tried to make conversation with him, ask him about how he was feeling, even trying to discuss the weather. 
Hunter seemed distracted, moody, distant—and almost angry. He wasn’t really angry, or at least he never said anything outright rude to her. But Kallie could tell that he was in some other place, and that despite him being with her for the moment, he was already back in that other place in his mind, and was just waiting for his body to do its business and follow suit. 
At night, he would come to bed at around eleven or midnight, after taking a brief shower, and crash onto the mattress beside her. 
He’d hug her, give her a kiss, make a little joke, and then moments later he’d be snoring softly. 
When she awoke in the morning, he would invariably already be up and out of bed, and by the time she got downstairs, there’d be a full pot of coffee brewed and Hunter would be typing away in his office. 
After a few days of this routine, Kallie woke up in a very bad mood. She had a headache, she was groggy, she was annoyed. 
She grabbed her crutches and hobbled downstairs and poured herself a cup of coffee. She frowned as she drank it alone at the kitchen table, glancing through the pages of the newest issue of The New York Times, barely seeing the articles in front of her. 
Checking the clock, she saw it was only just after seven in the morning, which meant she had fifteen or sixteen hours left to kill, and not much to look forward to. 
Sighing, she crutched down the hall to the dreaded script closet. 
As she opened the door and glanced at the pile of screenplays, a little voice in her head, spoke: 
You can leave. Go back to Nicole and Red’s house. 

She knew it was true. They would welcome her back with open arms, and she’d be safe there, with all that security at the front gate. 
But that would mean telling Hunter she didn’t enjoy staying with him. It might mean a deathblow to their relationship. How could they ever truly be together if she was this dispirited after less than a week spent in his company? 
Kallie told herself to give it more time. Once her ankle healed, she’d be more mobile and…and what? She thought, grabbing a new script and tucking it under her arm. 
What would she do around the house when she had two good legs? She might even go crazier. There was nothing to do and it was driving her nuts. 
Hunter was off in his own little world, and he’d left her behind. 
Not only that—he hadn’t even looked at the script coverage she’d done. All the screenplays she’d read were stacked in a neat new pile in the script closet. And even after she’d mentioned it to him a few times—Hunter had just grinned and said he’d get to her coverage “real soon.” 
Which meant never. 
Sighing and sighing again, Kallie went and plopped herself on the couch and started reading the newest screenplay. A buddy cop movie. Ugh. She’d already read a bunch of these, all the same, tired story told almost the same way. 
She grabbed her pen and started making notes. 


*** 
By the time evening rolled around, she was truly finished. 
Hunter emerged from his writing cave for dinner, only this time he made himself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and started to head immediately back to his office. 
Kallie followed him into the kitchen, only to find he was already leaving. 
“Hey,” she said. 
He turned, as if he hadn’t realized she was still even staying there. “Hey,” he said, sounding surprised. 
“Aren’t we going to at least eat together?” she asked, trying to control the disappointment in her voice. 
Hunter blew air out his mouth in a rush. “Kallie, I can’t stop just now. I’m—I’m kind of in the middle of something.” 
“What?” 
“What do you mean, what?” 
“I mean, what are you in the middle of?” 
He gave her a look and waved his sandwich around. “I don’t have time for this. 
I’m busy. I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me and I don’t need to justify how I spend my time to you.” 
“So I can’t even ask?” 
His eyes bugged out of his head. “You asked. I don’t have to answer. There’s nothing that says I have to answer your every question.” 
She laughed. “You don’t answer any of my questions.” 
“That’s bullshit,” he said, waving the sandwich again. 
“No it’s not.” 
“What else haven’t I answered?” 
“Do you really want me to go there?” she replied. 
He paused, seemed to try and gather himself. “Look, I understand that I haven’t been very available lately, but I’ve got a lot of work to do.” 
“Then maybe I should leave and let you get back to it. Nicole and Red would be happy to have me at the house again.” 
Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “Listen, I want you to stay. I’ve tried to do the best I can to make this a comfortable place for you. I even let you read scripts because you said you wanted to help—“ 
“And then you refuse to even look at what I’ve done,” she said. “I’ve done coverage on dozens of screenplays and you just ignore all my work.” 
He looked down and smirked. “It isn’t always about you,” he said softly. “Now, I really want to continue this conversation. But I need to—“ 
“Fine, just go. Just go eat your silly, floppy peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 
Enjoy it,” she said, and then pivoted on her crutches and hobbled away from him. 
She went back to her couch and sat down, her breast heaving as she breathed rapidly, her eyes darting around the room. Kallie was angry, she was furious. She was so sick of him acting like she didn’t have anything to contribute to his life. 
It was as though he wanted her as an object to worship, to keep enshrined somehow—but not as a real partner in a real relationship. 
It’s not fair, she thought. 
She wondered if Scarlett ever had to deal with his attitude, or had he thought too much of her to put her through this kind of treatment. 
Hunter never came in to check on her or to try and smooth things over. 
She’d finished doing coverage on yet another terrible screenplay—maybe the worst one yet. Picking it up, she dragged herself back to that closet and opened the door. 
The mountain of unread and uncared for scripts loomed larger than ever. 
She almost was sick to her stomach, looking at it. She threw the latest one in the 
“done” pile, the one Hunter would probably never so much as glance at. 
Just stop already, she told herself. He doesn’t care, so why should you? 
She knew there was no point to this exercise. It was futile, it wasn’t going anywhere, and it had stopped being fun days ago. 
But what else was there to do? Perhaps tomorrow morning, she would call Nicole and arrange to be picked up and taken back to the house in Connecticut. 
Grabbing another script, she slowly meandered to the couch and set her crutches down beside her, opening to the first page and taking out her trusty pen. 
Gone was the enjoyment she’d felt when she’s started trying to help Hunter, gone was any thought of being entertained. The only thing left was her determination not to quit just yet. 
And that’s when it happened. 
Like magic, Kallie discovered that this script was different than all the others. 
From almost the very first line, she was smiling. She was drawn in, enjoying the story from the beginning, her pen forgotten. There was no thought of writing comments in the margins, no thought given to complaints about clichés. 
She was hooked. 
It was a romantic comedy, but not a cheesy one. It was the kind of movie that guys would enjoy nearly as much or perhaps even more than women. Some of the humor was rough, a little dirty, but it was hysterical. Kallie found herself laughing out loud during some of it. 
This was new. She couldn’t believe that she’d come across such a good piece of material in the stack of dreck Hunter had hidden away in his closet. 
It was truly a diamond in the rough, she thought. 
As the time ticked by, she waited to discover a problem, to find that something made the story less enjoyable. However, she found that as the story went on, she was becoming more invested. 
In fact, when Hunter finally came out of his study to get ready for bed, she was still reading away. 
He peered inside the room and saw her on the couch, reading. 
“Everything okay?” he said, blinking tiredly. 
“Yeah. Just caught up in this screenplay.” She wanted to say more, to rave about it, but one look at his face told her that now wasn’t the time. 
“Good,” he said. “I’m hitting the shower. You coming to bed or staying up?” 
“I guess I’ll stay up just a bit longer.” 
He raised his eyebrows. “Okay, then.” He yawned. “I’ll see you in a while.” 
And then he walked off. 
She went back to reading, having decided that for now, she wouldn’t worry about Hunter or what his opinions might be. 
Kallie simply wanted to know how this script was going to end. 
And just after one in the morning, she finally finished it, and breathed a sigh of relief. This was really good. She’d found something that needed to be seen, needed to be made so that others could experience what she’d experienced when reading it. 
Kallie’s insides were jumping, her face was flushed, and she felt kind of trembly inside. So this is what it’s like to find your passion, she thought. This is what it’s like to decide that you know what you want, to have no doubts in your mind about doing whatever it takes to achieve something. 
Because right there and then, she decided that she was going to make sure Hunter understood what she’d seen here. This was a rare gem, a funny and vibrant and insightful screenplay that could appeal to men and women, young and old. It had romance, it had humor, it had a little action, there was nostalgia and whimsy and… 
She felt her eyes grow misty. 
First, you need to go to bed. Calm down, get a good night’s rest, and then talk to
Hunter in the morning. 
She grabbed the screenplay and her crutches and went slowly upstairs. 
Hunter was already in bed, completely out like a light. He didn’t even stir as Kallie got under the covers nearby. She turned and looked at his silhouette in the semi-darkness. His breathing was soft and deep. 
She felt full of love for him, suddenly. It was like a wave that came over her—
and she was grateful for it too, because lately she’d felt so distant from him. 
He’d been so caught up in his work, he’d been so neglectful of their relationship, that she’d started to forget that underneath everything there was a huge force at work. 
Love. 
I love this man. 
It was true, and it would always be true, she realized. Maybe she was just high from the thrill of discovery, as if she’d unearthed that screenplay after it had lay dormant for a thousand years. 
And that’s exactly what it felt like too. It was as though she were an anthropologist who’d been out digging and toiling in the dirt and coming up with nothing but rocks and sticks and suddenly she’d landed on King Tut’s Tomb. 
Kallie held the script close to her, felt the smoothness of the pages, and she was comforted by its presence. 
She needed to read the words again. She needed to be sure she hadn’t imagined its greatness. 
Kallie turned on the tiny table lamp beside her bed. The light flashed on, brighter than what she’d expected, and she angled the lamp head away from Hunter. 
Still, the light had temporarily illuminated his entire face and he groaned, his eyes blinking as he woke from his deep sleep. “Kallie, what the hell?” he said, sitting halfway up and staring at her. 
“Sorry, I just—I wanted to read a little bit, and I thought—“ 
“It’s the middle of the night. Go to sleep.” 
“I’m not a child. I can read a little if I want.” 
“Do you have to wake me up to do it?” 
She stared at him. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m sorry.” 
He dropped down, letting his head hit the pillow and turning his back to her. 
“You’re sorry?” he groaned. “I’m sorry, because now I’m awake. But if you’ll refrain from shining anymore 100 watt bulbs in my eyes, hopefully I’ll remedy that soon enough.” 
She sighed, turning to the first page of the script and tried to ignore the grumblings that were coming from the lump next to her. 
A page and a half into it, she forgot where she was and giggled loudly. 
Hunter sat up again and threw off the covers. “Are you trying to mess with me?” 
“No, I just—“ 
“First with the light in my eyes, then giggling and laughing—what’s the deal?” 
“I’m sorry.” She picked up the screenplay. “This is just amazing.” 
He glanced at it, but barely. “Who wrote it?” 
“Who wrote—“ 
“What’s the person’s name?” 
Kallie flipped to the front page. “Ummm….Bryson Taylor.” 
“Never heard of him.” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” 
“And he’s got two first names. Bryson Taylor? No, no, no.” Hunter shook his head emphatically. 
“That’s ridiculous. What does his name have to do with anything? He wrote an amazing script, and you should really read it.” 
Hunter was wide-awake now. Only the dark circles beneath his eyes betrayed how tired he really was. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just blue and white striped boxers. 
His muscular torso was distracting, as was his tousled, dark hair and the way he was watching her. 
“You really want me to read this screenplay?” he said. 
“Yes. It’s the best script I’ve read yet.” 
He laughed. “Oh my goodness. The best out of all five screenplays you’ve read in your illustrious career?” 
That was too much. A flash of anger coursed through her. “I’ve read a lot more than five scripts, but how would you know? You’ve been ignoring me for the better part of a week, now. And you couldn’t be bothered to look at all the work I’ve done.” 
That sobered him a little bit. “You’ve been taking this script coverage thing seriously, huh?” 
“Very. I’m really trying here, Hunter. So why don’t you give me a break and read some of this?” She held the script out to him. 
He didn’t reach to take it. Instead, he folded his arms. “Pitch it.” 
“Pitch what?” 
“If you want to play in the big leagues, you’ve got to play by big league rules. 
That means, if you want a successful hot shot producer to read a script,” he flashed a big smile, “then you have to pitch it to that producer.” 
“I’ve never pitched a script before,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.” 
“You tell me the story in as few words as possible, preferably in the time it would take to go up a couple dozen flights on an elevator together. Make it short and sweet and try and catch my attention.” He sat back and waited with raised eyebrows. 
Kallie took a breath. He was at least giving her a chance to convince him that this script was worth reading. “Well, it’s a romance.” 
He made a face. “Continue.” 
“But it’s not just a chick flic—guys would love it too.” 
“Says the woman,” Hunter laughed. 
“They would. It’s got heart, but it’s not sappy—“ 
“What is it about?” Hunter cried. “Plot, plot, plot. Give it to me.” 
She felt rushed, confused. Her mind raced. “Well, it starts off with this guy backing out of his wedding, on the day of the wedding…and it’s really funny. You don’t hate him for doing it, because his fiancé is clearly a nasty lady. And then it cuts to—“ 
Hunter shook his head. “No. No. Boring.” 
“But I didn’t get to tell you hardly anything.” 
“First of all, it’s a romantic comedy. They’re very hard to sell in this market. 
And they cost way too much money to do them right. You need to have a big name writer, which we don’t have. Or you need to attach a big name director to it, and then get Jen Aniston or Tina Fey to sign on, along with Steve Carell or Ben Stiller. It’s nearly impossible to get one made.” 
“But this could be a great film,” she said, her heart breaking with each word that came out of his mouth. 
He softened a little. “Look,” he said, putting a hand on her thigh and squeezing gently. “We’ve all been there, especially at the beginning. We find a script that absolutely has us entranced, makes us feel like kids again—and we just know it needs to be made. We know this is the one we’ve been waiting for.” 
“But it’s not?” she said, her voice breaking. 
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Because the realities of the marketplace dictate what gets made. And right now, horror is big and so is action and straight-up guy comedies. And since I specialize in the kind of low-budget horror movies that probably wouldn’t make your heart go pitter-patter, you probably won’t love reading the kind of scripts that I want to make.” 
She looked down at her poor little script. “Great,” she said. “Just great.” 
Hunter lay back in bed again, putting the covers on him. “Come here,” he said, holding out his arms to her. 
She crawled over and lay down, feeling his warm body, closing her eyes as she let her head rest against his chest. She could hear his strong, slow heartbeat, as Hunter slowly caressed her hair. 
“It’s not fair,” she said. “I know that movie could be amazing. I just feel it.” 
“I’m sure you’re right,” Hunter said softly. But she didn’t believe he meant it. 
He was trying to appease her. 
Soon, she could tell that he’d drifted back to sleep again and she was left awake in his arms. 
Kallie kept thinking about the screenplay. She couldn’t sleep—she wasn’t even remotely tired. Instead, she slowly worked her way out of Hunter’s unconscious grasp, without waking him. 
She took the script and her crutches and made her way out of the room and back downstairs. 
And then she went to Hunter’s study—the door was slightly ajar and she pushed her way in, immediately smelling stale air and coffee grinds. The room was cramped, overcrowded with books and all of Hunter’s crazy, indecipherable notes. 
How could every other room be so neat, and this one be so absolutely cluttered and disgusting? She wondered. 
It was yet another one of the many mysteries surrounding her boyfriend. 
She sat down at his desk, feeling like a criminal. She hit the spacebar and the computer monitor slowly came to life. The dark screen gave way to a stark white word document. 
On the top right hand corner of the document, it said UNTITLED. 
And beneath that, it was clearly in the middle of some scene he’d been working on. 
She couldn’t help but scan a line or two before minimizing the document. Just that scan let her know that this was the long awaited sequel to Blue Horizon. She’d read the protagonist’s name in the midst of the text, and that made everything clear. 
Hunter was trying to finish his novel, and clearly it wasn’t an easy task, based on his recent behavior. That at least explained his erratic moods and how much time he was spending in this stuffy, depressing room. 
But Kallie wasn’t here for any of this. Instead, she glanced again at the name on the screenplay and his contact information. 


BRYSON TAYLOR 
Email: Bryson@brysontaylorworks.com 
Nervously, Kallie pulled up the web browser and typed in the name of Bryson’s website. Up came a simple website with his contact information and some links to journals and magazines where he’d had some articles published. 
Other than that, there wasn’t much else to see. 
Then Kallie pulled up Google and did a web search. Soon enough, she found a Facebook page that appeared to belong to the same guy. Apparently, he was a bartender in Los Angeles, and he definitely wasn’t lacking for lady friends, based on the pictures and messages on his wall. 
Scanning through more pics, she saw that he was a handsome man, although not really her type. He looked like he was tall, with longer, almost shaggy blond hair and a smile that made him seem approachable—at least in his pictures. No doubt, it helped his tips when he bartended. 
Kallie did the calculation in her head. He lived in L.A., which was three hours behind. Which meant it was only about eleven o’clock where he lived, and since he was a bartender, this was practically middle of the day for him. 
Despite knowing that Hunter would be enraged if he knew what she was up to, Kallie couldn’t seem to stop herself. She got her crutches under her and went all the way back upstairs to the bedroom. 
It was dark and still, and Hunter was just a shape, unmoving—she couldn’t even hear him snoring anymore. 
Slowly, she made her way to his bedside nightstand and took the cellphone, being as quiet as she could, her heart pounding as she expected him to sit up at any moment and catch her in the act. 
Kallie wasn’t happy about having to sneak on his computer and steal his phone, but she didn’t have a computer and her phone had been stolen. There was no choice. 
Well, you could wait until an appropriate time of day and then ask Hunter to
borrow his things. 
But Kallie knew that would never work. Hunter would never support what she was about to do, and so she would either need to lie to him or give up her idea entirely. 
And she wasn’t going to give up. 
Back downstairs, she went to the TV room and closed the door, sat down, and took a few deep breaths. 
Just relax, she told herself. This is going to be easy. 
She dialed the number Bryson had left as part of his contact information. It rang a long time and she figured it would go to voicemail. Maybe he was at work, slinging drinks at some noisy L.A. bar. 
Finally, though, a confident male voice answered the phone. “Taylor here.” 
“Bryson?” she squeaked. 
“Yeah. Who’s this?” his voice took on a suspicious, curious tone. 
She cleared her throat, which had suddenly gone very dry. “Hi, Bryson. My name is Kallie Young, and I work for Hunter Reardon’s production company.” 
Unexpectedly, Bryson let out a hearty laugh. “Oh, you do, huh?” 
Kallie’s brow crinkled. “Yes. I do.” 
“Okay. I’ll play along. What’s up?” 
“Well, I just finished reading your script, and I think it’s wonderful. Really amazing. I—we—I’d like to uh…you know…see if we can get it made.” 
There was a long pause. “Okay. Who is this? Who is this really?” 
“I don’t understand.” Her forehead had broken out in a fine sweat, and her mouth was so dry that she could barely talk. She sorely wished for a glass of water. 
“I know you don’t understand. That’s because Charlie probably told you to say all this shit. Put him on. Now. Is he listening in? Am I on speaker phone right now?” 
“Bryson—“ 
“It’s funny,” Bryson went on. “I’ll admit that. But come on, guys. I sent that script over a year ago. I’m not that fucking dumb.” 
“Listen,” she said. “I know you might think I’m joking, but I’m not. I read your script. Ask me anything you want about it. Ask me about anything that happens.” 
There was another pause. “Well…” he sighed. “I hardly remember it myself. 
I’ve been working on other stuff, you know? I guess I wouldn’t even know how to test your knowledge.” 
Kallie sensed that he might be starting to come around. “Look at the area code I’m calling you from. I’m calling you from Hunter Reardon—Mister Reardon’s phone.” 
Not that he knows, and not that he approves of anything I’m saying or doing right
now. 
“Shit.” Bryson took a deep breath. “What did you say your name was again?” 
“Kallie Young.” 
“And you work for—“ 
“I work directly for Hunter Reardon, and I’m very interested in your script. I absolutely loved it, and I’d like to see if I can help you get it made.” 
“You’re offering to option it?” Hunter asked. 
At that moment, Kallie realized that she truly had no idea what she was doing. 
She didn’t know what the term ‘option’ even meant, when it came to screenplays. She stuttered and stumbled momentarily. “Well, we want to discuss that. We want all the options on the table.” 
“Oh. Okay.” 
He sounded confused. And why wouldn’t he be? 
“If you’re interested,” she continued, “I’d like to take some time and reach out to…various contacts in the industry and see what I come up with. Can I represent your script, Bryson?” 
“Yeah. By all means. I mean, I don’t have an agent or anything. I guess I thought that since you’re a production company, you’d offer me money to option the screenplay…” 
“Of course, that’s a strong possibility,” she lied. “But I also want to see what other options are available for this script.” 
“Right,” he said, sounding more confident now. “That makes sense. I suppose you need to find a director and some big names to attach to it. Are you going to try and partner with another production house?” 
She licked her lips and wiped a bead of sweat from her temple. “Like I said, I’m keeping all options on the table right now. But I just wanted to check in with you before I reached out to my…you know…contacts in the industry.” 
“Well, you have my blessing,” he laughed. “Go forth and prosper. Or help me prosper. Whatever.” 
She laughed. “Great. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything new to tell you.” 
“Thanks. Thanks so much for believing in my screenplay,” he said. 
And then they were done. 


*** 
Kallie barely slept the rest of the night. Her thoughts raced and she kept running through all kinds of scenarios—most of them embarrassing disasters that ended with her in tears, apologizing to Hunter and poor Bryson Taylor, who thought he had a professional working on his behalf now. 
Hunter’s alarm went off at just before six, and he slid out of bed, threw on a pair of pants and a t-shirt, and padded downstairs. 
Kallie slid up in bed, watching him go. Before long, she would need to take some kind of action. She was going to have to tell Hunter what she’d done, and ask for his help. 
He would be furious, she realized. Absolutely furious. 
First things first, she got in the shower and then got dressed. Because of her bad ankle (which had improved significantly enough that she could now put weight on it for short periods of time), it took her longer to shower and change. 
Eventually, she went downstairs and had herself a cup of Hunter’s insanely strong coffee. It tasted like he made it out of nuclear grade coffee grinds. 
She re-read Bryson’s screenplay as she drank coffee and had some toast, all the while trying to decide how to move forward with her promise to try and get the thing made. 
And then a stroke of luck occurred. 
About an hour or two later, Hunter emerged from his seclusion and held out his phone to her. At first, Kallie was frightened—assuming that Bryson was calling her back on Hunter’s cell. 
But Hunter wasn’t annoyed or angry. “Nicole’s on the line for you,” he said simply. 
Smiling brightly, Kallie took the phone from him, and he turned and went back to his office to continue working. 
“Nicole?” 
“Red and I were just talking. We need to help you get a new phone, if you haven’t gotten one yet. Have you spoken to anybody in your family since the…the incident?” 
Kallie thought about it. “No, I haven’t. I’ve just been so focused on healing and everything.” 
“Well, we’re going to bring a new phone over today. You shouldn’t be without one for so long. Besides,” she said, “how am I going to bother you if you don’t have one?” 
“Okay, now I know the real reason you want me to have it.” Kallie laughed and Nicole joined in. 
They spent a few minutes talking about little Riley, who apparently was thriving and happy and developing perfectly. Nicole mentioned that she’d gone and visited Red’s mother in the hospital the previous day, and that Erica had seemed drugged and in some kind of stupor. “I actually felt pity for the woman,” Nicole confided. 
“I have a feeling she’ll return to normal—or as normal as Erica can get,” Kallie said. “And when she does, you’ll probably long for the days when she was in a drugged stupor.” 
Nicole laughed. “You’re probably right about that.” 
“I’m just glad things have gotten back on an even keel for you and Red.” 
“What about you, Kallie? How are things with you?” 
For some unexplained reason, Kallie broke down and told Nicole about the screenplay. Practically whispering, she told her everything—how she’d fallen in love with Bryon’s script, how Hunter hadn’t been interested and so she’d taken it upon herself to call the writer. It was embarrassing, horrifying, to say it aloud. When she was done, she felt like she’d just gone to confession. “Well, I guess you got more than you bargained for when you asked how I was doing,” Kallie said. 
“I think it’s awesome that you’re doing this,” Nicole said. “Really, I do.” 
“The problem is, I don’t actually know anyone in the move industry, except for Hunter. And he already told me that he has no interest in the screenplay.” 
Nicole was quiet for a moment. “Let me talk to Red about this. He’s friends with a lot of actors and directors—I’m sure he knows a producer or two as well. Let me ask him what he thinks and then I’ll be in touch.” 
“Nicole, you don’t have to do that—“ 
“We need to come by the house to bring you your new phone. We’ll talk more then. Okay?” 
“Okay,” Kallie said, and once again her eyes were brimming with tears, as she was so touched by everything Nicole had done and continued to do for her. 
When she went into Hunter’s office to return his phone to him, she found him with his head in his hands. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
He spun in his chair and looked up at her. “What? Yeah, I’m fine,” he said dismissively. But she could tell he wasn’t really fine. The bags under his eyes were darker than ever—he looked so drawn and tired, as if he really hadn’t slept at all. 
“Maybe you need to take a break from writing,” she said. 
“No. That’s the last thing I need. Do you know how long it’s taken me to get to this point? I’m almost done the first draft—“ he waved himself off, as if not wanting to continue to reveal his thoughts to her. 
“Talk to me, Hunter.” 
“Listen, I’m fine,” he said, taking the cell phone from her. 
“Nicole and Red are going to stop by later and bring me a new cell,” she told him. 
“Good,” he replied, turning around to the computer once more. “I might be working when they come. Is that okay?” 
“Whatever,” she said, shaking her head and leaving the room. 
She was getting sick and tired of trying to figure Hunter out—especially when he seemed so determined to continually rebuild the walls that they’d broken down together. 
It was as if he truly didn’t want to be understood—as if maybe he really was happier being miserable and alone. 
Kallie went back to the TV room and made notes on the script. She wanted to know it backwards and forwards. On top of that, she started to write out a clearer pitch—
something she could memorize and repeat to anyone who might ask her what the movie was about. 
She got so involved in her work that she lost track of time, and before she knew it, the doorbell was ringing. Kallie got slowly to her feet, picked up her crutches, and hobbled out of the TV room and down the hall to the front door. As she passed the office, she heard Hunter still typing away as if he hadn’t even noticed visitors had arrived. 
When Kallie opened the door, she was happy to see Nicole and Red with baby Riley, and they hugged and said their greetings as she led them to the living room. 
“We can’t stay too long,” Nicole said, sitting down with the baby, as Red stood, hands in pockets and smiled down at his little girl. 
Riley’s brown eyes were wide and she grinned at Kallie, as if recognizing an old friend. 
“Is that Auntie Kallie?” Nicole cooed. “Is it?” 
“Hey cutie,” Kallie said, tickling Riley’s tummy. Her little feet kicked. 
“My gosh, she is so strong already,” Nicole said, shaking her head. “It’s ridiculous.” 
“My plan is to get her started on a weight lifting regimen ASAP,” Red joked. 
“One day she’ll be a gold medal Olympian. Won’t you Ri-Ri?” 
Riley just gurgled in response. 
“See? She’s already chomping at the bit,” Red said. 
“Honey, take Riley,” Nicole told Red. “I’ve got Kallie’s phone in my purse.” 
She handed the baby off to Red, who took her in his arms and twirled her around. Riley started giggling and squealing. He twirled again. 
“Easy now, Daddy,” Nicole said, as she looked through her purse and finally came up with the cell phone, which she passed on to Kallie. “Here you go. The iPhone 5. Newest model available.” 
“Oh, Nicole. You really shouldn’t have.” 
“Go on, you need it. And I want you to call your family. Okay?” 
“Okay,” Kallie said. 
“Promise me, Kallie. You’ll call them as soon as we leave?” 
“I promise, I promise.” She looked at her brand new phone and blinked away a tear or two. “Guys, I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
Red looked around. “Where’s Hunter, anyway?” 
“Working. It’s all he does, lately.” 
Red’s eyes narrowed. “What’s he working on?” 
“I don’t know. A book, I guess.” 
Nicole and Red exchanged looks. “You sure you don’t want to come back with us now?” Nicole said. “We’d love to have you, and we wouldn’t expect you to nanny until you’re fully healed.” 
“I don’t know. I kind of feel like I should stick it out for a little while longer here,” she said. “I think it’s important—I want to give this a chance.” 
“I understand,” Nicole said. “You need to go where your heart tells you.” 
Red held the baby close to his chest. “And apparently, your heart’s telling you that you’ve got a hot property on your hands.” 
Kallie cocked her head. “Hot property?” 
“The script. Nicole told me you’re pretty excited about it.” 
“Oh, the script. They call it a property?” 
Red laughed. “Some of them.” 
“Well, I guess I do have a hot property. And the thing is, Hunter doesn’t think romantic comedies are good for his production company.” She bit her lower lip. “I guess I was hoping maybe I could find someone else to take a look at it.” 
Red nodded, his expression growing serious. “I have a friend,” he said. “His name is Max Weisman and he’s head of Weisman Productions. They did Dirty Dogs and The Lone Star, and they also did Three Sisters.” 
Kallie perked up. Three Sisters was one of her favorite movies, and it had been a huge hit. It had starred Reese Witherspoon and Ryan Gosling and it was exactly in the same vein as Bryson’s screenplay. “You’re friends with the head of the company?” she asked, breathless. 
“I am. Good friends. And so when Nicole told me about your script, I put in a call to Max and asked him if he was looking for any romantic comedies.” 
“You didn’t have to do that!” 
“I wanted to,” he smiled. “Short story is, Max Weisman is going to speak with you on the phone this afternoon. I took the liberty of plugging his number into your new cell. It’s the only contact in there right now. And it might be the most important one you ever get.” He winked at her. 
“Don’t make her nervous,” Nicole chided. 
“Too late,” Kallie said, going to her contacts and seeing the name there in black and white. 
Red checked his watch. “He’s expecting your call at one-thirty on the dot.” 
“What do I say when I call him?” 
“Just be yourself. Max is a hard-ass, but underneath the hard exterior—“ 
“He’s just an asshole,” Nicole said. 
“No, he’s a nice guy somewhere in there,” Red grinned. “Deep, deep down.” 
“Great,” Kallie said, trying to order her scattered thoughts. “I’m sure that won’t make me even more nervous than I already was.” 
Red gave the baby back to Nicole and came closer to Kallie. He leaned close to her. “Listen. This movie business is a tough racket, and Max Weisman is a tough S.O.B. 
But he’s also fair. He’ll give you a fair shake, so just trust yourself and trust your script. 
Believe in it, Kallie.” 
She nodded. “Thank you so much. I can’t ever repay you guys.” 
“You don’t need to. You’re family.” 


*** 
Hunter came out not long after Nicole and Red had gone. He went to the kitchen and Kallie heard him rustling around in the fridge. 
“You hungry?” he called out. 
“Not really,” she called back. It was true. She was far too nervous to be hungry. 
And she was also feeling guilty. This was technically Hunter’s script and she had no right to pedal it as her own, did she? 
“Come on, Kallie. Eat something. I’ll make that grilled cheese you loved so much.” He walked out of the kitchen, smiling for the first time in what felt like ages. 
“Fine.” She tried to smile. When Hunter was in a good mood, he was so charming that she couldn’t really resist him. 
He looked at her, folding his arms. “Is something wrong?” 
“I don’t know. I’m okay.” She sighed. 
This wasn’t the time to get into anything. She had to have that phone call with Max Weisman in a little while, and the last thing she needed was to be arguing with Hunter right beforehand. 
“Listen, I know I’ve been a drag lately,” he said, coming closer. He sat down next to her. “I’m going nuts writing this book. It’s the bane of my existence, Kallie. I just need to finish this thing and then I swear I’ll be back to myself.” 
She nodded. “Okay.” 
He stared at her. “Something’s going on with you. What is it? Is it because I told you I wouldn’t read that script?” 
She opened her mouth and closed it. 
He sighed. “Kallie, I was tired. Of course I’ll take a look at it. First thing I’m going to do when I finish my book, is pick up that screenplay.” 
“You don’t have to,” she squeaked. 
“No, I’m going to do it. I promise you.” He put a warm, strong hand on her leg. 
“I love you, Kallie.” 
She felt worse and worse, the more he spoke. Why did he have to say all the right things now, when it was too late? She’d already set everything in motion, and he was going to be angry when she told him the truth. “I love you too, but I don’t expect any special treatment. You said romantic comedies were a bad fit for you.” 
“They are. But who knows? Maybe you found the next Wedding Crashers or Bridesmaids. Who am I to say?” 
“Maybe I should just try and sort it out myself,” she told him. 
He grew puzzled. “How would you do that?” 
“I don’t know.” She fell silent. 
“Listen, just be patient. I’m going to get to it. I really am.” He stood up. “Now, let’s get to that grilled cheese,” he said. 
Hunter went back to the kitchen and made them both a couple of sandwiches, and they ate together on the terrace. He was in a good mood suddenly. He talked about the movie business at great length. How difficult it was, how challenging and dirty, but also how it could be the most rewarding experience when something finally paid off. 
“You could help me, Kallie,” he said, watching her as he bit into his grilled cheese sandwich and chewed. 
“I’m a nanny,” she laughed. Inside, her stomach was churning with anxiety. 
Tell him, she thought. Get it over with. 
But no. She needed to have this phone call first, and then tell Hunter what had happened. If she told him too soon, he would pull the plug on the whole thing. She just knew it. 
“You’re a nanny,” Hunter allowed, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “But you could learn this business. I could teach you. Now, will this script get made? The one you found last night? Almost certainly not. But someday, something you work on could get produced. And the hard work will make it so much sweeter.” 
“That sounds like a plan,” she said, and then went back to eating and tried to end the meal as soon as possible. 
Hunter went back to work and Kallie tried to keep herself busy until it was time to put in the call to Max Weisman. 
She went into the TV room and closed the door behind her, sitting down on the couch with the script and her notes clutched in her hands. “Please, please, please,” she prayed, eyes closed. “Don’t let me make a fool of myself.” 
And then she held her brand new iPhone and went to the only contact in it. Deep breaths, she told herself. Deep breaths. 
She felt like she might faint. She could barely take in a gasp of air. 
Hitting the call button on the touch screen, she put the phone to her ear and waited for the inevitable ringtone. It was as if she was having an out-of-body experience. She was floating out of herself, and her hands and feet tingled. 
“Max Weisman’s office,” a bright young man answered. 
“Hi,” she said, her voice sounding surprisingly normal to her own ears. “My name is Kallie Young, and Mister Weisman is expecting my call.” 
Swallow. 
“Yes, Miss Young. Please hold for Mister Weisman,” he said. 
There was a click, some silence, and then a loud, gravelly voice barked into her ear. “Kallie Young? Hello?” 
“Yes, sir. Yes. This is Kallie.” 
“Cool. Cool. Red Jameson spoke very highly of you.” 
“Oh, well, that was nice of him.” She swallowed again. Her mouth was parched. 
Again. 
“Yeah, Red’s a great guy. Anyway, let’s dispense with the chitchat. Supposedly, you’ve got When Harry Met Sally meets The Hangover in your hip pocket. I’m excited.” 
“Is that what Red told you?” 
“No, that’s what I gleaned from what he told me, which was next to nothing. But I love When Harry Met Sally. Meg Ryan was delightful, cute, and charming. Billy Crystal was quick-witted and cheerfully sarcastic. Nora Ephron’s best work, in my opinion. I’d love to see that kind of charm combined with the edgy modern spin of The Hangover. Winning combination, don’t you think Kallie?” 
“I do. Yes. But---“ 
“So maybe that’s the kind of script you’ve got. Tell me about it.” 
That wasn’t the kind of script she had, unfortunately. She looked down at the pitch she’d scrawled on the blank page. It looked horribly amateurish to her now. Just hearing the effortless way that Max Weisman talked about movies had totally made her realize how out of her depth she really was. 
“Miss Young?” Max asked. “Hello? Did I lose you?” 
“No, no. I’m here. Sorry, I’m a little nervous.” 
The other line went quiet. “Listen, I need to get this show on the road, Kallie. 
And please—don’t ever apologize for your own insecurity. It’s not a very attractive trait in a movie producer.” 
She’d been slapped. Her whole body tingled with the anxiety she was feeling now. But then she thought about what Red had told her. She believed in Bryson’s script, and that was what she needed to focus on. 
Not her fear. 
With that in mind, Kallie finally began to speak. Her voice was confident and her words came fluidly. She pitched her first movie to a big-time producer, and she had absolutely no idea if she was doing it right. She’d never heard a real pitch before, she’d never tried to explain a movie like this, and she was simply winging it. 
At the end of her summation, there was a long silence. 
Max Weisman muttered something unintelligible. 
“Excuse me?” she said. “I didn’t hear that last part.” 
“I said, hold for my assistant,” Max replied brusquely. 
“Oh, okay—“ she began, but the line had already clicked again, and she could tell Max Weisman was no longer on the line with her. 
She waited, feeling the pit in her stomach that told her the pitch had been an unmitigated disaster. 
She bit her lower lip and waited, despairingly. 
“Hello, Miss Young?” the assistant said. 
“Yes. I’m here.” 
“Do you have a pen ready?” 
“Sure.” 
He told her his email address. “Email your script to that address, and someone will call you if there’s any interest in the screenplay.” 
“Okay,” she said. “Thanks for your help.” 
There was no reply. He’d already hung up. 


*** 
Kallie used her new phone to email Bryson and ask for an electronic copy of the script. She didn’t specifically say why. 
He responded just minutes later. 
Wow, you really ARE real. Either that, or Charlie’s going through way too much
trouble to prank me. The script is attached. 


Best, 


Bryson Taylor. 
Kallie smiled at his reply. He seemed like a really cool, friendly and confident guy. Her smile faded as she thought back on the phone call with Max Weisman, which felt as though it had gone about as horribly as it could. 
Sure, his assistant was going to look at the screenplay—but if she’d really done her job, Max would have expressed some interest and enthusiasm on the phone. He’d basically hung up on her, and probably was only having his assistant look at the script so that Red wouldn’t feel slighted. 
This was a waste of time. She didn’t understand the business, which Hunter had tried to explain to her last night. 
Of course, Kallie thought, I didn’t listen to him because I got my feelings hurt. 
As she sent the screenplay off to Max’s assistant, Kallie tried not to think negative thoughts, but it was difficult. Where else could she go now? 
Once she told Hunter the truth about what she’d done, he’d probably throw the screenplay in the trash and lock the door to his script closet for good. 
The next few hours passed in a kind of gloomy haze. Kallie played with her phone, went on some gossip websites online, checked her email obsessively. 
Eventually, she thought about Nicole’s insistence that she check in with her family. Kallie had been avoiding that, but she supposed it was time. 
It was easiest to just call her mother and father first, and let them spread the news to the rest of the family. She grimaced at the thought of telling her mother that she’d been hurt and had waited so long to tell anyone. But there was nothing to do now, accept just get through it as fast as possible. 
After two rings, her mother answered. “Kallie! I was wondering when we’d hear from you again.” 
“Hey, Mom. Sorry it’s been so long.” 
“We didn’t want to bother you. I just assumed you were busy in your new life, and with Hunter and…well…I figured you would call me when you felt like it.” 
Kallie bit her lip. She felt guilty as sin. “Mom, I need to tell you something. 
Everything’s fine now, just so you know, but—I got hurt about a week ago.” 
“Hurt? What do you mean?” 
“I was mugged. I was mugged outside a local movie theater.” 
Her mother let out a strangled, shocked cry. “You were mugged? You were hurt?” 
“It wasn’t a big deal,” she said, stretching the truth. “I got a bump on the head.” 
Now she was definitely lying, and not the little white kind of lie either. 
“I don’t understand,” her mother replied, her voice suspicious. “Tell me everything.” 
Kallie told her a very abridged version of the story, leaving out anything to do with Terrence or Levi. The way she told it, she’d gone to the movies to meet a friend, and then someone had pushed her or hit her, she didn’t know which—and she’d fallen down. They’d taken her purse and left her, upon which she’d been taken to the hospital and discharged with minimal injuries. 
It was basically true, except that it wasn’t what had happened at all. 
The thing was, Kallie didn’t want to frighten anyone. There was nothing that could be done now, and she didn’t want her family worrying from afar for no good reason. 
Either that, or she was just too much of a coward to explain to her mother that she’d kept something so serious from her for this long. 
When she was finished telling the story, her mother was silent for a long time. 
“Well,” she said softly, “the important thing is you’re okay now. And you are okay, aren’t you?” 
“Of course I am, Mom. I swear, I’m fit as a fiddle—and besides, they say you’re not a real East Coaster until you’ve been mugged at least once.” Her lame attempt at lightening the mood went over like a lead balloon. 
“I have a terrible feeling from all of this, Kallie. I—I want you to come home. 
Back to Ohio.” 
“Mom, are you serious?” 
“I don’t like this. I don’t want to see something happen to you. My stomach is in knots and I just know that you’re in trouble there.” 
“I’m not in trouble,” she said, wondering if perhaps her mother had a point. She hadn’t even told half of the real story, yet somehow her mom knew or sensed that there was more to it. “And besides, I’m staying at Hunter’s house and he’s taking care of me. 
Good care.” 
“You’re staying at his house?” 
She’d said it as if this was perhaps worse news than the mugging. 
“I am. He’s very protective and he’s making sure I’m safe and taken care of in every way.” After the words left her mouth, Kallie winced. She’d somehow forgotten just how traditional her parents were. 
“I don’t like what I’m hearing, Kallie. You’re just barely out of school and now all of this has happened to you. I really want you to consider coming back to Ohio.” 
“I’ll think about it, Mom.” 
“That isn’t the place for you, honey. I’m so worried about you.” 
“I swear, I’m going to be fine. I’ll be careful, I’ll hardly even leave the house.” 
“Call me tomorrow, honey. Promise me.” 
“I will. I love you, Mom. Please don’t worry about me, because I’m fine.” 
Her mother didn’t say she’d stop worrying. All she said was that she loved her again before hanging up. 
Just seconds after Kallie hung up with her mother, Hunter came into the room with an enigmatic look on his face. “I just got a strange text message,” he told her. “It said, ‘ did you get the script okay?’ And it was from a number I didn’t recognize. So, being a man of moderate to average intelligence, I asked the person who they were. He said his name was Bryson Taylor. Which is funny, because that’s the guy who wrote the screenplay you pitched me last night.” 
Kallie’s blood went cold. “Please don’t be mad at me. I was going to tell you—“ 
“Tell me what?” He looked at her with a hard expression. 
“I was going to tell you about what I did after you went to sleep last night.” 
Hunter wiped a hand across his mouth slowly. “You obviously took my phone. 
And you called another man. I’m sure the rest is going to be even better.” 
Kallie took a long, shuddering breath. “When you told me you had no interest in the screenplay, I decided that I needed to at least try and get someone to take a look at it. 
I felt like I owed it to the writer to do my best to make something happen.” 
“You owed it to the writer?” Hunter said. His expression was incredulous. 
“Kallie, that script was sent to my offices, and you read it because I let you read it. If you owe anyone anything in this scenario, it’s me that you owe. You owe me a damn explanation as to why you think you have the right to do any of this. That was my script to either option, or pass on. I said pass. That doesn’t mean that you can then pick the thing up and make it your own pet project.” 
She couldn’t even meet his gaze, because his eyes were so intense, boring into her—that to look at him now would be to risk getting into something beyond what she was ready for. She wasn’t ready to go to war right now. 
“I apologize. I was going to tell you as soon as—“ 
“As soon as what?” 
And then her cell began ringing. Kallie swallowed, looked down and saw the one name she didn’t want to see right now. 
Max Weisman. 
Hunter saw it as well, and his eyes grew huger than ever. “Why the hell is Max Weisman calling you?” 
“I need to take this, Hunter.” 
“What the heck is going on around here?” 
“Please, just give me one second and then I’ll explain everything.” 
“You better believe you’ll explain it, Kallie.” 
She held up her hand to try and quiet him, then put the phone to her ear. Her hand was shaking. “Hello?” 
“Kallie Young?” the gravelly voice shouted. 
“Yes. This is.” 
“Kallie, this is Max. Max Weisman. Listen, I took a look at the script you sent us…” 
There was a long pause. It sounded like he was chewing—eating a sandwich, perhaps. 
“Thanks for looking at it,” Kallie said, hoping to prompt another sentence from him. She was on pins and needles. 
He seemed to finish chewing. “The thing is, it’s not really what I’d imagined when I spoke to you earlier. It’s nothing like When Harry Met Sally or The Hangover.” 
“No, I’m sorry—it’s not like those films,” she said, dejected. 
“It’s better.” 
Her heart sprang in her chest. “Excuse me?” she said. 
“It’s better than those films. At least, I think it can be better, if we get the right director and cast and budget. I’m very, very interested in making this film, Miss Young. 
Is Hunter Reardon interested in partnering with us on this?” 
She looked at Hunter, who was pacing the room, smoke practically coming from his ears. 
“Uh….I don’t know exactly.” 
“Well I hope you didn’t send it to me, just to rub my nose in it?” 
“Of course not.” 
“Good. Then I’d like to have a meeting with your production team and the writer, tomorrow, at my office in L.A. How’s that sound?” 
“Absolutely,” she said, not knowing how she was going to accomplish that, but realizing that she just had to do it. 
“How does two o’clock sound? You can hop the Red Eye and be here in plenty of time.” 
“Sure.” 
“I look forward to making this film together, Kallie. You picked a winner.” 
Kallie got off and looked at Hunter. He had his back turned to her, hands on hips. 
“Did you act as an agent to a film that was sent to my company—and sell it to a rival production house?” he asked her. 
“That wasn’t my intention.” 
He turned around and faced her. “But it’s what you did.” 
“I don’t really know the film business,” she said. “I just thought I could try and get his screenplay looked at, so I asked Nicole and she asked Red—“ 
“You don’t know the business, so you thought it would be okay to steal something of mine and pass it off as your own?” he shook his head. “You’ve been snooping around and pulling stunts like this since day one,” he said. “I should have seen it coming.” 
“I asked you to read it, and you shot me down without even giving it a chance.” 
His jaw clenched. “I own this company, Kallie. I make the decisions around here. For you to just go off on your own like that—it’s unethical, it’s wrong, it’s disgusting.” 
“You’re right,” she told him softly. “You’re one hundred percent right.” 
“I know I am.” He was breathing heavily, shaking his head. 
“If you want me to call Max and tell him we aren’t interested in taking the meeting—“ 
Hunter barked at her. “Of course we’re taking the damn meeting.” 
She recoiled, surprised. “We are?” 
Hunter laughed bitterly. “I might be pissed off, but I’m not a complete fool. Max Weisman is one of the biggest producers in Hollywood. This is a huge opportunity—for us, and for your little writer friend.” 
“Bryson,” she said, remembering that there was a real person’s life and dreams at stake here. 
“Yes, Bryson,” Hunter replied, his eyebrows rising. “What do you know about this guy?” 
“Almost nothing. I know that he’s a bartender in L.A. and he seems nice enough on the phone.” 
“Right, the phone call you made with my cell phone, that you stole from my room, in order to pretend to speak on behalf of my production company, with a script you essentially stole from me. Have I left out anything?” 
“I also used your computer last night.” 
Hunter glared at her. “Unbelievable.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Please stop apologizing. If you really knew how wrong it was, you wouldn’t have done it in the first place.” 
She had no comeback. She knew he was right to be infuriated with her deception and sneakiness and everything else. Kallie knew she had no right to take his property, a script that was meant for him, and then pretend she spoke on his behalf after he told her that he wasn’t interested in pursuing it. 
“What’s next?” she asked. “Do you want me to leave—go back to Nicole and Red’s house?” 
“How can you leave?” Hunter asked. “Max Weisman’s your contact, not mine. 
He’ll be expecting you at the meeting. No, you set this whole thing up and you’re going to keep following through with it, to the bitter end.” He sat down on the couch beside her, handed her his phone. 
“What’s this for?” 
“We need to call Bryson Taylor and tell him the good news.” 
“Oh. Okay.” She found the number in Hunter’s “recent calls” log and hit send. 
“Put it on speaker,” Hunter told her, his voice commanding. 
When Bryson answered, Kallie spoke with a nervous twinge in her voice. 
“Bryson, it’s Kallie Young.” 
“Hey, Kallie!” he replied cheerfully. 
Hunter rolled his eyes. “You’re on speaker, Bryson. This is Hunter Reardon, by the way.” 
“Oh, man,” Bryson said. “I guess this is either really good news, or really bad news.” 
Hunter smirked. “It could be very good news, Bryson, but nothing’s set in stone just yet. However, we’re calling to let you know that Max Weisman of Weisman Productions is very interested in your screenplay.” 
“Max Weisman? Are you serious?” 
Hunter made another face. “Yes. I don’t often take valuable time out of my day to call up strangers and play jokes.” 
“Right. I understand. It’s just—Max Weisman is like a dream producer.” 
“It’s a nice situation to be in, Bryson, I grant you that,” Hunter replied, leaning forward towards the phone. “In any case, he wants to meet with our team tomorrow in L.A. I’d like you to join us if you can.” 
There was a long pause on the other line. “That would be amazing. I’d quit my job to be there.” 
“I hope you don’t have to,” Hunter said. 
“Now, as far as the meeting goes,” Bryson said, “what kinds of things will we be discussing?” 
“I’m assuming Max will be interested in seeing if we can work together, what our vision is for the script, that sort of thing. So make sure you wear a nice suit, clean up, and be charming. Do not—I repeat—do not be difficult. Your job is to make it seem like you’d be a joy to work with. Got it?” 
“I clean up pretty good, Mister Reardon.” 
“Perfect.” 
“Now, in terms of my role—“ 
“Let’s not worry about anything else right now,” Hunter said. “We can strategize more tomorrow. Let’s meet up early outside his offices so we have a chance to talk over any last minute thoughts or questions.” 
“Okay, because I was thinking—“ Bryson started. 
“Don’t think now. Save it for tomorrow. Meet us outside his production office building at one-thirty. Okay?” 
“Yes. Sure thing.” 
Hunter clicked hang up on the cell phone and put it back in his pocket before Kallie could say goodbye. He looked at her. “And that’s how we handle the talent.” 
“Like they’re high school students.” 
“Yup. Most of them think at an eighth-grade level.” 
“I don’t believe that,” she said. 
“Believe what you want.” He stood up. “I’m going to book our flights to L.A. 
now. You should go upstairs and start packing.” 
“You sound so official.” 
“Well, this is business. You wanted in, and now you’re in. This is how I handle things in my profession.” 
“Sure. I understand.” She nodded. 
Hunter suddenly kneeled down and kissed her. The passion in his lips was a surprise, and Kallie found her own reaction to be even more of a shock. She began kissing him back, just as urgently. She wanted him with total and utter desperation. 
They hadn’t been together in days. “Fuck me,” she whispered, as he kissed down her neck. 
Abruptly, Hunter pulled away. “No. Not now. Not like this,” he told her. 
“Why not?” she gasped. 
“Don’t question my decisions,” he said, his voice getting that harsh edge again. 
“Okay.” 
“I’m serious, Kallie. You need to start respecting me, or there will be consequences.” 
She smiled. “Consequences? What am I, five years old?” 
“You’re acting like it.” He shook his head. “I’m going to book those flights now.” 


*** 
The next hours were a blur. There was a lot to get done. They had to shower, pack, book a hotel room, flights and a rental car, drive to the airport. 
Kallie was completely exhausted by the time they arrived at T. F. Green Airport. 
As they sat waiting at the gate to board the plane to L.A., her new phone rang. She looked at the number as Hunter gave her a suspicious glance. 
“Who is that?” he asked. 
“I think it’s my brother, Sean,” she said. 
“Are you going to answer it or not?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You should answer it,” Hunter replied, closing his eyes and laying his head back against the wall behind his chair. 
“Shit. I know, you’re right.” But somehow she had a feeling she was going to regret opening this can of worms. Still, she put the phone to her ear despite her misgivings. “Hi, Sean.” 
“Mom told me everything,” he said, as if they’d only just spoken moments ago. 
Kallie sighed, as Hunter opened one eye and then closed it again, adjusting his head to get more comfortable. 
“Sean, I’m fine. I’m sorry if she worried you—you know how Mom gets sometimes.” 
“I’m not buying it,” he replied. 
“What aren’t you buying?” 
“She said you’re staying with that guy.” 
“His name is Hunter.” 
“I don’t care what his name is, to be honest. I don’t like him.” 
“I can’t imagine why I didn’t call you sooner,” she said, laughing with frustration. 
“You didn’t call me. I called you, remember?” 
“Sean, please.” 
“I’m flying into New York to see you.” 
She took a deep breath, told herself to stay calm. “When are you doing that?” 
“Right away. Tomorrow.” 
“I’m not going to be in the New York area tomorrow. I’m actually about to get on a flight to L.A. as we speak.” 
There was a long pause. “Fine,” he said. “Then I’ll meet you in L.A. tomorrow.” 
“Sean, no. I’m going on a business trip—“ 
“What kind of business, Kallie? You’re a nanny.” 
“It’s complicated. Look, I’ll explain it—“ 
“Tomorrow. You can explain it tomorrow when I see you.” 
She looked at Hunter, who simply smirked and shrugged. He wasn’t going to be of any help. “Listen, Sean. You need to back off. I’m an adult. I’m not your baby sister anymore.” 
“You’re my sister, and I’m going to make sure you’re all right.” He softened his tone somewhat. “Look, Mom wants me to do this too. Just meet me for lunch or a drink or something. You can give me an hour out of your hectic schedule, can’t you?” 
“An hour? That’s all?” 
“That’s all.” 
“And you promise not to start any trouble with Hunter?” 
He let out a deep sigh. “Sure. Sure. I just want to see you and talk to you for a minute, face-to-face. Okay, Kallie?” 
“Fine, Sean. We’re staying in West Hollywood, so if you get a hotel in the area, I’m sure we can find a time later in the afternoon or early evening to meet up for a drink or dinner.” 
Not long after that, she was off the phone and Hunter was still laying his head back, eyes closed. She could tell he was awake, though, from the set of his jaw and the tension in his face. 
“You told me to answer it,” she said, whining a little. 
“Hey, I couldn’t care less if your obnoxious brother meets us for a drink.” 
“What a nightmare,” she groaned. 
Hunter opened his eyes. “Look, it’s fine. Hopefully we’ll be celebrating after our successful meeting with Max Weisman, okay?” 
“Yeah.” She smiled gratefully. 
He took her hand and squeezed it. “Now relax and try and enjoy this new experience. It’s not everyday you get to go to Hollywood and make movies.” 


*** 
The flight was uneventful, and they got to their hotel that morning and collapsed into bed for a deep, if short, sleep. 
When Kallie awoke just a couple of hours later, Hunter was already in the shower. 
He came out with a white towel around his waist, water beads glistening on his skin. 
“You awake?” he said, clapping his hands together. “Time’s a-wastin’.” He went to the closet and grabbed his suit off its hanger, and started back toward the bathroom. 
“I’m awake,” she replied, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and sitting up in bed. 
She stood hesitantly on her feet and checked out her ankle. She still hadn’t been back to the doctor’s office for her checkup, but she could tell that the ankle was almost healed. “I don’t think I need my crutches, if I’m careful,” she said. 
Hunter looked back at her over his shoulder. “I don’t want you hurting yourself.” 
“I’m fine. I was on crutches a day or two longer than I really needed to be. I swear, I’m okay. Just don’t make me run sprints and I’ll be a-okay.” 
“You know I like to run wind sprints before a big meeting, Kallie,” he joked. 
“I had no idea.” She smiled, liking this new side of Hunter (how many sides did he have, anyhow?). He was jokey, good-humored and energetic. It was obvious that he enjoyed the movie business a heck of a lot more than writing books in his little cave. 
A few minutes later, he came out of the bathroom looking spiffy, fixing his tie, his hair gelled, face clean-shaven, suit immaculate. 
“Your turn,” he told her. 
They’d packed one of the dresses she’d picked up on her wild spending spree some time ago. Kallie showered and put on her makeup, her dress and a pair of comfortable heels. Testing her ankle, she found that there was almost no pain at all, and it simply felt a tiny bit weak and unsteady as she walked. But after a few minutes, she hardly even noticed that. 
“You look fantastic,” he told her, when she emerged from the bathroom. 
She did a little turn and smiled, batting her eyelashes playfully at him. He walked closer. 
“We make a dashing couple, don’t you think?” she asked. 
“If we had just a little more time, you have no idea what I’d do to you.” 
“I think we might have enough time.” 
He checked his phone. “You’re right. Screw the time.” And then he picked her up over his shoulder, like she weighed nothing more than a bag of leaves. He tossed her onto the enormous hotel bed, where she squealed, bouncing a little. 
And then he was like a mountain lion, pouncing on her, kissing her deeply and thoroughly. She tasted his newly minted breath, as his tongue explored her mouth, and then he playfully bit her lip. Suddenly he was kissing down her neck, down the plunging neckline of her dress. Everything was hot, burning up, instantly on fire from his touch. 
His hands ran up the length of her legs, pushing her dress further and further up until it reached her hips and gathered there, revealing the tiniest, thinnest black thong. 
Hunter looked greedily at what she was offering him, her legs spread. 
Then he was upon her, his lips tearing at the thin fabric of her panties, teeth pulling it away from her soft, white, bare mound of flesh. And then his mouth was meeting her shuddering flesh, his tongue diving into the folds that were awaiting him. 
Kallie moaned and arced her hips into him, giving him access to the deepest part of her. Hunter’s hands clutched beneath her, grabbing her bare buttocks and lifting her behind off the bed as he burrowed deeper into her pussy. 
His tongue worked inside, slathering her, pressing, flicking, sucking, licking. 
Kallie cried out, as her own hands gripped the bedspread, kneading it, using it to quell the involuntary movements of her arms as she came suddenly. 
“Oh, God! Oh, God!” 
She stared at him, as she watched him licking her, watched the way he took her flesh against his mouth and met it with total confidence, knowing exactly how to make her come. 
When she was finished, he pulled out his cock from his dress pants and told her to turn on her stomach. She did as she was told, breathless with anticipation. 
Hunter bent her over the bed, and she turned and saw them in the reflection of the slightly ajar bathroom door, which had a mirror on the outside. 
She watched as Hunter inserted himself into her and began vigorously fucking her from behind, his hands on her tits as he thrust into her tightness. 
It was a turn-on, like watching porn, only she was playing the starring role. 
She was watching the hottest man she’d ever seen screw his woman, and at the same time, she was that woman, being screwed and loving it. 
He filled her, again and again, pumping into her wetness, her slickness. 
She came once more and then Hunter came too, pulling out just in time for Kallie to sit up and take him fully into her mouth. 
A hot spurt, and then another and another coated her throat. She loved it. She sucked him thirstily as he moaned and she used her hand to get the very last of him out and into her mouth. 
When they were done, there was no time for laying and cuddling. Instead, they freshened up as much as possible and then quickly left the hotel. 


*** 
Bryson was waiting for them outside the whiter than white, glittering office building that housed Weisman Productions. 
As they introduced themselves, she was struck by how tall Bryson was. At probably close to six and a half feet, he was physically imposing. He had broad shoulders, and in person, his shaggy blond hair and affable demeanor reminded her a little bit of Owen Wilson. 
Dressed in a casual tan suit with a yellow tie, he looked Hollywood in a way that even Hunter hadn’t managed. 
Hunter still looked more like a New York hedge fund manager in his dark, serious suit. The two of them made quite a contrast in style and personality as they sized one another up on the sidewalk. 
After shaking hands, Hunter took control. “Let’s go around the corner to Starbucks and have a quick strategy meeting,” he said. 
“That’s good,” Bryson replied, smiling. “I do have a few things I wanted to bring up before we go in there.” 
Hunter shot him a look. “Well, now’s your chance then. Come on.” He started off for the Starbucks on the corner. 
“Don’t walk so fast,” Kallie said, as Hunter strode away from them in full a-type, Alpha Male frenzy. 
Bryson looked at her and chuckled. “Is he always this intense?” 
“Yes,” she admitted, her cheeks suddenly aflame as she pictured the intensity with which Hunter had just fucked her on the hotel bed not very long ago. 
Her nipples stiffened beneath her dress, and she tried to bring her mind back to the present. 
They got inside the coffee shop and after ordering and fixing their drinks, the three of them sat outside at a small table with a green umbrella. 
Kallie put on her sunglasses, as did Hunter. 
Bryson, the only L.A. native, was squinting as he sipped his iced coffee. 
“So, what did you want to bring up to me before meeting Max Weisman?” Hunter said, blowing on his coffee cup. 
Bryson looked at Kallie and smiled, quickly looking away. He seemed suddenly embarrassed. “The thing is, you know this is a dream come true for me.” 
“I would think so. This is a huge moment in my career as well, and I’ve done some pretty cool things in this industry,” Hunter said, as if wanting the gravity of the moment to sink in with the screenwriter across from him. 
“I know. I mean, just to be able to work with you is amazing, let alone the chance to have Max Weisman involved.” 
“Enough prelude, Bryson. What do you want to tell us?” 
Bryson sighed, fiddling with the top of his plastic cup. “I got to thinking about why I wrote that script—why I started wanting to make movies in the first place.” 
Kallie and Hunter exchanged glances. She had an overwhelming feeling that Bryson was about to say something unpleasant. “And what did you realize?” she asked. 
He looked up and met her gaze. “I realized that I want to direct this film.” 
Hunter swore. “You’ve got to be kidding me, man. You drop this in my lap now, fifteen minutes before we go into the lion’s den?” 
Bryson put out his hands in a calming gesture. “I tried to tell you last night on the phone, and you cut me off—“ 
“Well you should have insisted I listen last night. Had I known, I never would have flown out for this godforsaken meeting.” 
Bryson’s eyes narrowed. “I understand you think I’m being an arrogant upstart, Mister Reardon. But I know I can do the job. What if Sylvester Stallone hadn’t insisted on playing Rocky Balboa or Tarantino didn’t direct Reservoir Dogs?” 
Hunter sat back in his seat and rolled his eyes. “You’ve got to be joking, Bryson. 
Please, please, please—tell me this is all a joke so we can get down to business.” 
“I’m not joking,” he replied, and his affable demeanor switched. His face was cool and calm, his eyes steady. “I wrote the script and I always intended to direct it.” 
“Well, that’s not going to happen, so get over it.” 
Kallie flinched, as she watched Bryson recoil slightly from Hunter’s words. 
“Why not?” Bryson asked. 
“Because, it’s not done that way. If we walk in there and insist on an unknown as writer AND director, we’ll have basically announced that we’re trying to sink the ship before it ever leaves the harbor.” 
“We can still get big name actors attached to the movie,” Bryson said. 
“Oh, can we? Is that a fact?” 
“Hunter, please,” Kallie said. 
“Please what?” He asked, staring at her. “Do you realize what this kid is doing right now?” 
“I know it’s disappointing to you—“ 
“It should disappoint you too. We have a big chance here, guys.” Hunter looked at them both. “A chance that nobody ever gets in this business. A guy like Max Weisman has the pull and the deep pockets to fast track this script and get it made right. 
And it needs to be made right. I can’t do it with just my production company—we don’t have that kind of budget. I do small movies. I don’t do romcoms. But if Weisman is on board, then we can make this film and it could give you the chance to someday write and direct and act and even sing if that’s what you fucking want,” Hunter said, looking at Bryson. 
Bryson nodded. “Yeah.” 
Hunter pointed at him and then emphatically hit the table with his finger as he spoke. “You take the deal now. You play the game—just play the fucking game. And then, when your movie’s made over a hundred million at the box office and you won three golden globes and an academy award—then you can write your ticket on the next film.” 
Bryson licked his lips, his face ashen. “Okay. I understand.” 
“Do you? Because I’d just as soon leave and get on a plane back to New York then walk into that room and be made to look like a fool.” 
“I won’t make a fool out of you,” Bryson said. “I promise you that.” 
Kallie felt awful. She knew that Hunter was probably right, but seeing him so quickly and efficiently dismantle Bryson’s dream was sad. It was like he’d just told Bryson that they’d put his faithful dog to sleep. 
Bryson’s head was hanging and he seemed disheartened by the conversation. 
“Let me go in there and make this deal,” Hunter told them. “I know how to get it done. And then we can celebrate our success, and not worry about the compromises we had to make to get here. Okay?” 
They agreed, and the only thing left to do was to go to meet Max Weisman himself. 
Going to the top floor of the glittering white building, Kallie was overwhelmed by a feeling of anxiety and near terror. She hadn’t even been scared in exactly this way when that car had been chasing them the other day and Hunter had pulled out his gun. 
This was fear that she might not only blow it for herself, but if she said the wrong thing in this meeting, she might blow it for Bryson too. And he’d been waiting years for this chance. 
When they got to Max Weisman’s outer office, the young male receptionist took their names and asked them to take a seat. He was wearing a headset, and doing like ten different tasks at once. The phone rang approximately once every five or ten seconds and it seemed like all the receptionist did was tell people that “Mister Weisman is busy now—I’ll let him know you called.” 
They sat on white furniture staring out tinted windows that overlooked the street, as cars and people passed by the building, having no idea that many floors up, a few very nervous people were staring down at them. 
Finally, the receptionist called out to them. “Mister Weisman will see you now.” 
They all got up at the same time and smiled at one another, their eyes betraying their own insecurities, doubts, and of course, excitement and hope. 
Even Hunter, as jaded as he might be, seemed to feel the weight of this moment. 
After all, as they walked down the short hallway to Max’s office, the walls were lined with the many hit films his company had produced. 
These were some of the most iconic, best known comedies and dramas of the last ten or fifteen years. Kallie knew that however successful Hunter might be, he hadn’t achieved near this level of wealth and renown yet. 
But surprisingly, what she felt most as they approached the open office door, the biggest emotion Kallie felt was sadness. 
Hunter took one look at her before they entered and saw it. “What?” he whispered, as Bryson made his way in and greeted the loud, brash producer. 
Kallie shrugged and smiled. “It’s nothing.” 
“Tell me,” he said, refusing to go in until she did so. 
“I just—it made me sad that Bryson won’t even get a chance to bet on himself. I could tell how badly he wanted to direct.” 
Hunter saw what she was saying, but didn’t respond. “We should go in before Max thinks we’re up to something.” 
He put a hand on her shoulder, smiled, and then went inside. She followed right on his heels. 


*** 
When the introductions were complete, Max Weisman went and took a seat behind his enormous desk, which was flanked by awards and statues and piles of scripts. 
Behind him were pictures of Max with various celebrities: Max on the red carpet with Julia Roberts, Max at a restaurant with George Clooney, Max talking with Woody Allen. 
There was even a picture of Max talking to Bill Clinton like they were the best of friends. 
Max himself was large, borderline obese, with dark black hair, a curly, thick beard, red cheeks and a bulbous nose. He wore a dark black shirt, with the two top buttons unbuttoned and a frightening amount of chest hair poking out. 
Kallie, Hunter and Bryson sat on some spindly, wooden chairs. The chair she was sitting in made her feel like a child in the principal’s office. Perhaps that was the intended effect. 
“I love the script,” Max said, leading off the conversation with an enthusiastic smile. “I just love it. Thank you for bringing this to me, Kallie.” 
“My pleasure,” she said. 
Max looked at Hunter. “You and I have never had the pleasure of meeting in person, but I’m well aware of your production company. I screened The Visitors at a private Halloween party at my house, and everyone went ape shit for it. So I know you’re good. And that little film they made from your novel wasn’t so bad either.” 
Hunter nodded and adjusted his suit coat. “I don’t have any interest in making subpar films, Max. And I think this screenplay could be another in a long list of homeruns for your company as well.” 
“That’s the idea,” Max said. He took a sip of water. His hands were thick-fingered and hairy, and he wore large rings on his fingers. “But making films is also a tricky business. It’s a collaboration, and starting from square one, I need to be sure I’m on the same page as the people I work with. That’s why I invited you all here.” 
“We’re willing to do whatever it takes,” Hunter said. 
Max raised his eyebrows. “That’s always nice to hear, but it frightens me a little. 
In fact, the guys who say that to me in the beginning are usually the same ones who drive me crazy with demands later on down the line.” 
“We don’t have any crazy demands,” Bryson said. “I’m a bartender who wrote a script and I want to see it become a reality. That’s my dream.” 
Hunter looked at him. “And I’m a producer with one major hit under my belt, but I’m looking to branch out and have an impact beyond the horror genre.” 
Max nodded. “And what say you, young lady? What’s your stake in all of this?” 
She smiled. “I just want to see a brilliant screenplay become the movie it’s meant to be.” 
Max seemed to like that. His eyes lit up. “Yes. That’s why we all got into this business in the first place, even if we forgot it a long time ago.” 
“We’d love to be partners on this with you,” Hunter said. “We know we need you to do it the right way.” 
“And what about talent? Do you have anyone in mind for the male and female lead roles?” Max asked. 
Hunter shrugged. “I have a feeling you might know some people who’d have an interest in this kind of film.” 
“I do,” Max said, getting up, heaving his huge body out of the seat and walking around his desk. He was already breathing heavily through his mouth. “I think Reese is looking for this kind of film—something to put her back on top. Maybe Rachel McAdams, too. For the male lead, perhaps Mark Ruffalo. But it’s got to be actors that can play comedy and drama. In fact, I think we could have a lot of the best and brightest lining up for the parts you wrote, Bryson.” 
“That would be amazing. I’d be honored if any one of those people you named would be in this film,” Bryson replied. 
“And as for directors,” Max said. “I happen to know for a fact that Jon Favreau is actively seeking this sort of film to do in the near future.” 
Kallie felt a pang in her heart as Max said this, and she couldn’t even look at Bryson. 
Hunter sighed. “Well, that does bring us to one area where we feel very strongly,” he said. “Which is that, in our opinion, Bryson Taylor should direct this film.” 
After he spoke, the room descended into one of the most uncomfortable silences Kallie had ever experienced. 
She could see Bryson’s shocked expression and pale face from the corner of her eye. 
But it was Max’s reaction that mattered. He stared at Hunter and his face began to turn slowly purple. “Are you out of you fucking goddamn mind?” he shouted in a strangled voice. 
Kallie was feeling such mixed emotions—she was afraid they would lose the deal for sure, and she was embarrassed that Max was so angry with them. But the overriding emotion she felt was joy. Because she knew Hunter had done this for her. He was putting his neck and his reputation on the line for something he didn’t even agree with, because it had mattered to her. 
“I’m not out of my mind, with all due respect,” Hunter said. 
“You came all the way out here just to piss in my fucking face,” Max said, his whole giant body shuddering with rage. “You are pissing in my face. How fucking dare you?” 
Hunter was as relaxed as Kallie had ever seen him—almost as though, the more enraged Max became, the calmer Hunter acted in response. “If that’s how it seems, I apologize. But the fact of the matter, is that this man wrote an excellent screenplay and he has a vision for it.” 
“Fuck his vision. What’s his experience? How does he help us put asses in seats?” Max said, spittle flying out of his mouth. “I’m talking about hiring Reese Witherspoon and Channing Tatum—“ 
“I think you said Mark Ruffalo, to be fair,” Hunter said. 
“—and why would any of them entrust themselves to someone who is, quite frankly, a complete nobody in this town?” 
“They’ll do it because of the stature and the name and cache that you bring to the project,” Hunter said. “They’ll do it because they believe in you.” 
“They believe in me because I don’t put them in with first-time directors. How is he going to manage the kind of budget we’ll have at stake here? This is insane. This is offensive.” 
“Was it offensive when Sylvester Stallone demanded to star in the script he’d written back when nobody knew who he was? Or what if Tarantino hadn’t directed Reservoir Dogs?” Hunter asked him. 
Kallie stifled a smile. 
Max stared at Hunter, and for a brief moment, Kallie thought Hunter’s little speech had turned the tide. But then Max spoke. “Get the fuck out of my office,” he said, waving his hands at them. “Get out now.” 
Hunter stood up and looked at Kallie and then Bryson. “You heard the man. 
Let’s go.” 
As Bryson stood, he started to speak to Max. “Listen, I’m willing to—“ 
“Shut up,” Hunter told him. “We’re going.” 
Kallie could hardly breathe. She went first, with Hunter and Bryson close behind. 
If this had been a visit to the principal’s office, then certainly they’d been expelled from school. 
Outside the office, Bryson turned to Hunter. “I think we should go back and tell him that I don’t want to direct,” he said. “I mean, that was just crazy.” 
Hunter stopped walking and faced him. “You said it was your dream. You told us this was what you really wanted. Was all that just some bullshit line you were giving me?” 
Bryson shook his head. “No.” 
“Then why would you back down now? We’ll still get your film made. We’ll take it somewhere else. Hell, maybe I’ll do a few rounds of investing and make it myself. 
I can get Reese Witherspoon on the phone if I want to.” 
They started walking again. 
Kallie felt such love for Hunter, who was willing to do whatever it took to make her happy—a man who let nothing stop him once he knew what he wanted. 
They were leaving the outer office when Max Weisman’s secretary stood up and shouted at them. “Excuse me! Excuse me! Mister Weisman wants to see you back in his office this instant.” 
“Are you sure?” Bryson said, “because we just got kicked out.” 
“I’m sure. He told me to send you back in. I won’t tell you what he called you, but I know he wants you back there now.” 
They all looked at each other. Kallie couldn’t imagine what they were walking into. 
“I’m going to tell him that I’m open to whatever he suggests,” Bryson said. “I can’t be responsible for stopping this film from happening.” 
“Just keep your mouth shut and let me do the talking,” Hunter said. 
So they turned and went back down the hallway and entered Max’s office once more. 
He was waiting for them, drinking water at his desk. His face had returned to its normal color. “All right,” he said. “You called my bluff.” 
Hunter crossed his arms. “You’ll let the kid direct?” 
Max rubbed a hand across his face and shook his head. “If I didn’t love that damned script he wrote so much, I’d have gladly sent the three of you packing without so much as a second thought.” He sighed. “But the thing is, I love this script. And the guy who wrote it is a talent—and if you tell me you can direct, then I’m willing to put my money on you,” he said to Bryson. 
“I won’t let you down,” Bryson said, and his eyes didn’t waver. 
Max came out from behind his desk and shook Hunter’s hand. “I think we just made a deal to do this film. I’ll be in touch with more news later this week.” 
“It’s going to be fun,” Hunter said. 
Max shook Bryson and then Kallie’s hands in turn. When it came to Kallie, he smiled mirthfully. “Sorry for all the colorful language. Sometimes my temper gets away from me.” 
“Apology accepted. I’m just grateful that we’re moving forward.” 
“At light speed,” he said. “And I think we’re all going to make a lot of money,” 
he said, grinning widely. 


*** 
Less than an hour later, the three of them were getting drunk at a nearby restaurant. 
“I’m going to call everyone I know,” Bryson said, slurring his words a little after the fifth or six shot he’d taken since coming in. “I’m going to call them and tell them I am a fucking director now.” 
Hunter laughed. “You do that. You deserve it.” 
Kallie was having a beer, but she was buzzing too. She was probably just as high from the meeting as anything else. “I can’t believe this is happening. I just can’t believe it’s real.” 
“I know the feeling,” Bryson said. 
“What time is Sean getting here?” Hunter asked, changing subjects. 
“Sean’s my brother,” Kallie told Bryson, as she checked her phone. Sean had texted her while she’d been in the meeting at Max Weisman’s office and let her know he was already in town. So she’d texted him back not long ago and told him to meet her at this bar. “I think he’ll be here any minute,” she said. “And I think he’s going to be crazier than Max Weisman.” 
“Now that’s a scary thought,” Bryson said. He checked his watch. “You know, I should go. I told them I’d still make it in for my shift if I could swing it.” 
“Are you serious?” Hunter said. “You’re going to work? It’s time to celebrate, man.” 
Bryson clapped him on the shoulder. He was grinning broadly. “I owe you big time,” he said. “Day or night—you need anything, just call me.” 
Hunter toasted him with another shot. “Salud,” he said. 
Bryson turned to Kallie. “Same goes for you, Kallie. Day or night, you just call me and—“ 
Hunter interrupted him. “Don’t worry about Kallie,” he said. “I got it covered, buddy. She won’t be calling you anytime soon, day or night.” 
Bryson raised his eyebrows, laughed. “Okay, okay. I get it.” And then he left, waving as he headed out of the restaurant. 
Kallie sighed. “You’re crazy, you know that?” she said. 
Hunter smiled at her. He started singing Crazy Little Thing Called Love to her, his voice getting louder as he went on. 
There was hardly anybody else in the restaurant. Eventually, he pulled her up and began dancing with her as he sang, twirling her, dipping her. She couldn’t do much with her bad ankle, but Hunter pretty much carried her across the floor, so she hardly needed to put any weight on her leg as it was. 
And just as he was giving her one final dip, Sean walked into the restaurant. 
“He’s here,” Kallie whispered, and Hunter pulled her up, his arm around her waist still. 
Sean walked towards them. He was wearing khakis and a white t-shirt, his barrel chest broad and expansive as he came their way, strutting like a peacock. “Little Sis,” he said, and held out his arms to her. 
She met him for a long hug, and he looked her over. “You had us worried sick,” 
he said. 
“I’m sorry,” she told him. “I didn’t mean to cause any problems.” 
Sean looked at Hunter. “Hey man, how’s it going?” 
“Pretty damn good,” Hunter said. 
They shook hands, and Kallie could tell from their body language that the handshake was anything but polite. It looked like they were trying to see if they could break one another’s fingers. 
There was a loud buzzing sound and Hunter looked down. “That’s me,” he said, taking his cell and looking at it. His eyes widened. 
“Everything okay?” Kallie asked. 
“It’s our friend, Mister Phillips.” 
Her eyes widened too. He meant the detective, but obviously Hunter didn’t want to get into it in front of her brother. 
“You should take it,” she said. 
“I’ll be back in a minute,” he told them, and got on the phone, heading to the back of the restaurant. 
Sean sat down next to Kallie and ordered a beer from a passing waitress. 
“So, you’ve seen me,” Kallie said. “Do you feel better?” 
“No,” he answered. His eyes were serious. 
“Well, why not? I’m doing just fine, Sean. In fact, better than fine. I just had the most amazing day.” 
“Yeah?” he said, as if interested. “Tell me about it.” 
So she started to tell him about the script and how she’d discovered this brilliant new screenwriter (leaving out the parts where she snooped and acted unprofessionally and fought with Hunter). 
The waitress brought over Sean’s beer, and he sipped it and seemed attentive. 
Finally, she told about how they’d just landed this big deal with Max Weisman, and how over the moon she was about it. “And the coolest thing was how Hunter fought for Bryson to direct,” she finished. “If you’d seen that, Sean—you’d never worry about me being safe with Hunter.” 
Sean nodded and sipped his beer. And then he grew serious again, perhaps more serious than she’d ever seen him. “I want you to come home with me today. Now, actually.” 
“What?” 
“Mom sent me here to bring you back to us. Everyone is worried about you, Kallie. Everyone.” 
“This is ridiculous,” she said, starting to feel hurt and angry—as if she’d been ambushed. “I’m fine. Why would I come home?” 
“Because you’re not fine. And anyone who knows you, knows you’re not. 
There’s something wrong with this guy, and I don’t want to see you hurt because you fell in love with a bad seed.” 
“A bad seed?” she laughed. “Come on. You always get this way, Sean—“ 
He shook his head. “It’s different this time. Everyone wanted me to come out here and do this. Mom, Dad, all us kids. We had a big meeting and talked it out, and they decided I should be the one to come tell you.” 
Kallie folded her arms and looked around for Hunter, but he was nowhere in sight. Her stomach was roiling now, and she felt suddenly sick and also scared. 
Somehow, this day had turned into a complete nightmare. 
“I’m not coming home with you, Sean,” she said. “And I really don’t even want to talk to you anymore. In fact, maybe you should leave.” 
“Kallie, think about this. We love you. I love you. We’re your family, and sometimes we can see when something stinks, even if you can’t. You have to trust us, we’d never do anything just to hurt you.” 
“No,” she said. “No.” 
The door to the restaurant was opening again, and out of the corner of her eye, Kallie felt like she recognized the person coming inside. Something about the way he walked, his formidable size. 
He was wearing a baseball cap and a windbreaker that was too heavy for the warm weather, which was strange. 
“Kallie, listen to me,” her brother said, as she looked over his shoulder to the man entering. 
Something was very, very wrong. 
I know that man. 
And then she realized, too late, just who it was. 
“Sean,” she said, her voice rising as she stood up. 
Sean looked up at her, confused by her behavior. “Kallie? What is it?” 
But by then, the man with the baseball cap and the windbreaker had reached into his coat and pulled out the pistol. 
Everything was in slow motion. “Sean, get down!” Kallie screamed. 
She started to run, but her ankle gave way and she fell. 
There was the sound of gunshots, so loud that Kallie thought her eardrums had been blown out. 
Milliseconds later, glass was shattering. 
Another shot rang out and another. Kallie crawled behind a table that had somehow been knocked over. 
She was shaking, and she picked up her hands and saw they were bleeding, she didn’t know why. 
People were screaming now. She couldn’t see her brother, but she did see Terrence as he came towards her with his gun pointed in her direction. His eyes were wild, completely insane. She’d never in her life looked at someone and seen such a lack of humanity. 
I’m going to die now, she realized. 
Terrence said something, but with the ringing in her ears, she couldn’t understand him at all. 
And then, like a shadow from the corner of her eye, there was a flash of movement. 
The gun went off again—but she wasn’t dead. Not even hit. 
Terrence had been knocked off his feet by the flying shadow—only it wasn’t just a shadow. It was Hunter. 
She’d never seen someone move so fast. 
Terrence was fighting back, but Hunter was like a man possessed. He picked Terrence up and threw the man halfway across the room, and his gun went flying. 
Given Terrence’s extraordinary size, Kallie had no idea how Hunter was able to throw him like that. 
Hunter ran and picked the gun up and jumped on Terrence, whose baseball cap had been knocked off his head from his fall. 
Hunter began hammering away at Terrence’s head with the butt end of the gun. 
There was blood everywhere. 
Terrence was nothing but a ragdoll in Hunter’s hands. 
When Hunter was done with him, the larger man collapsed in a heap, and Kallie couldn’t even look at what had been done to him. All she knew was that there was blood everywhere and her ears were ringing as she crouched behind the table. 
Hunter turned and came towards her now. “Are you okay?” he croaked at her, but she could barely hear him. 
She nodded, not sure that she was okay. Her thoughts were so slow and jumbled. 
And then she saw Hunter’s chest. 
At first, she thought she must be hallucinating. 
The blood on the right side of Hunter’s shirt was almost purple. And there was a tear in the fabric of his shirt, and beneath it more blood, and exposed flesh and— 
“Hunter,” she said. “Hunter, you’re hurt.” 
He looked down as if seeing the wound for the first time himself. He put a hand over his chest. Blood was splattering the floor now. There was so much blood everywhere, and for the first time, Kallie realized that most of it had come from Hunter. 
He’d been shot. 
“I think I need to sit down,” he said, but his face was almost white as he spoke, and when he took his next breath, there was a strange sucking, gurgling sound that made Kallie scream. 
And then Hunter fell face forward, hitting the floor with a sickening thud. 
As Kallie rushed to him, her brother came to her side. “Let me help,” Sean said. 
“Let me help.” 
She didn’t know where Sean had been during the shooting, but he was here now, and he wasn’t hurt. 
Kallie heard sirens getting louder from outside the restaurant. 
She glanced over at Terrence. He lay about five feet away from them. His face was a mask of gore, and she was pretty certain the man was dead. 
Still, she was terrified he would get up again and start shooting, somehow. 
The sirens grew even louder. 
Help is on the way, she thought, as Sean felt for a pulse in Hunter’s neck. Sean looked terrified. 
He’ll be okay, she told herself. Help is on the way. 
“Is he alive?” she shouted. “Sean? Is he alive?” 
Sean wouldn’t look at her. He was still feeling for a pulse. 
And then the door burst open and police and firemen and EMTs arrived on the scene—more people than Kallie could comprehend. 
They were gathering in little circles around Terrence and Hunter. People were shouting. Asking questions. 
Sean was trying to tell a police officer what had happened. 
Kallie was watching them tend to Hunter, waiting for someone to say that he wasn’t really shot. She waited for Hunter to sit up and tell her he was okay. 
But it never happened. 
And soon they were whisking Hunter away, and she was screaming for him, screaming for him, and the ringing in her ears grew louder again. Sean was trying to talk to her but she couldn’t hear anything he was saying. 
She tried to run from the restaurant then, but she couldn’t get free. Hands were grabbing her, faces were looking at her, mouths moving. She couldn’t understand them, she just wanted to get free. She had to get out of there. 
But they wouldn’t let her go. 


THE END 
Stay Tuned For Book 11 in The Series, Coming in November. 
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